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            The Goblin King

          

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, in a dark kingdom that was never spoken of by name, lived a goblin boy who found a snowglobe. Or perhaps it found him.

      Without any forewarning of its appearance, the globe sat on the ledge of his window. Its snowflakes swirled delicately in the dim evening light, and his ears perked as if the globe had called his name.

      Curious, the boy crossed to the window to pick it up. He cradled the smooth, cool glass in his palms. Inside, so tiny that he had to squint to see it, the dark tower in which he lived was replicated in such detail that he could make out the flags waving on the turrets and the goblin soldiers perched at the gatehouse. When he squinted and bent close enough, he could even see his own window. A goblin boy stood inside looking very much like himself. The same thick, dark hair. The same straight eyebrows and nose.

      His curiosity grew, and he shook the globe. But the snowflakes didn’t change their path. They didn’t jumble or speed up as they should. They simply continued as if his action didn’t matter. He shook again and again, and the goblin boy in the small window moved with him. But the snowflakes fell steadily.

      The boy’s forehead wrinkled as his father’s broad shape filled the door and cut a shadow across the curving glass.

      “What do you see?” His father’s voice was always rough and demanding and certain. The voice of a Goblin King. A king like the boy would become one day. After he had grown enough to fill a door and killed enough to discover himself.

      The king strolled across the room and loomed above him. The boy looked up into the dark gray scar that cut from the king’s forehead down over his right eye. Broad shoulders that widened under scrutiny, a gaze that never stopped contemplating. As if he conjured plans for far-off battles even now while he stood before his son.

      The king’s unmarred eyebrow rose as the boy clutched the globe.

      “It’s a snowglobe,” the boy answered.

      “No,” the king said sharply. “Look. What do you see, Radek?”

      Radek peered closer, his nose almost pressed up against the glass. The snowflakes… they were colorful. Red and blue and purple bits of light twirling around each other. The color so pale they flickered white from a distance, but the closer he looked, the brighter they became.

      One particular snowflake stood out. It was no larger than the others, no more significant. It fluttered in and out, around and down, up and away. His eyes tracked as if it were prey. Once he had noticed this particular snowflake, he could not look away. He did not want to look away.

      “The globe is your heart.” His father’s voice rumbled from somewhere distant. “And the snow is what it beats for. When I look into the glass, I see my kingdom. What do you see?”

      The boy blinked at the snowflake that danced for him. His father’s kingdom sat quietly behind it—fuzzy and obscured. His eyes had not focused on it once since seeing the snowflake. And the girl whose image was embedded upon it.

      “I see a girl,” Radek said, and it felt as if his voice had deepened, as if he had grown older as he stared at her—a girl with dark eyes and dark hair and graceful hands and this feeling that she was… his.

      Even as just a boy, not really knowing what possession meant, he felt it with stark simplicity—the way he knew that he would someday be king and that both goblins and men would fall at his feet.

      She was his. A battle he would win. A maze he would solve.

      In the dancing snowflake, she leaned over a desk, drawing a pen across a piece of paper. A human girl—with rounded ears and a delicate frame.

      He watched, fascinated, as the steady movement of her pen stopped and her fingers turned abruptly, taking what she had drawn and shifting it into a different direction. The boy had never seen writing like that—artwork as much as letters. Goblin writing was sharp and uneven, inelegant scrawlings. This was something else.

      The girl sat up and blinked at the word she had written, her lips curling into a frown. She must not know it.

      But the boy knew it.

      Radek.

      She had written his name.

      He tore his gaze from her to his father. The king stood above him, feet spread wide, jaw clenched. Something dark in his eyes that the boy did not understand yet.

      “A human girl,” the king said. He did not look startled, but he never did. Instead, he crossed his arms over his chest and scowled. “Why do you see a human girl?”

      Radek opened his mouth, fighting for an answer. But none came.

      “They are inconsequential. Shallow. Without love.” The king stroked his chin. “She is not fit for a king. One must be a mistake. Either her or you. Which one is the mistake, Radek?”

      The boy set the globe carefully on his desk and thought of the girl’s elegantly curved letters. She did not seem without love, but his father had been correct in every other lesson. And he was king—was he supposed to doubt the word of father and king?

      “I’m sorry, Father.” Radek stepped forward—not into his father’s shadow, but just at the edge. And away from the globe. “I’m not a mistake.”

      The king stared down at his son for a long moment. “Good. Then follow me.” He turned and strode towards the door.

      But Radek paused. The globe sat at the edge of his desk. The snowflakes shimmered and swirled.

      Even from an arm’s length away—and tiny as her image was on her snowflake—he could see her. Feel her. Smell the ink from her pen as she wrote.

      His reached out and covered the glass with his hand, warming it. Her snowflake danced between his fingers, and the globe expanded under his touch—heated by him. Could she feel the warmth of his palm around her?

      Slowly, he removed his hand. Reluctant to part.

      The globe seemed to shrink again. Across its once spotless exterior, the faint traces of his fingerprints lingered.

      He took one last look, then he turned and strode after his father and his duties.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thirteen years later…

      

      

      
        
        Laurel

      

      

      
        
        I am an echo.

        A secret not yet told.

      

      

      Snowflakes tumbled like falling stars. They peppered the night air, light catching off their perfect six-sided frames, and falling onto the edge of my window ledge. They scattered across the desk and wet the edges of my paper.

      I blew them away before reaching over the desk to close the window and sat back with a sigh. Twenty wedding invitations to scribe, and I hadn’t finished a single one. The bride was no doubt eager to have them, but concentration wasn’t my strong suit.

      I tried to empty my mind before pushing my pen across the thick paper. It glided a hairline stroke and then lifted to complete the serif. The nib hovered for a moment—

      Radek.

      I closed my eyes and tried to push the name from my thoughts. But as soon as my pen touched paper, I felt the letters working their magic. Filling me, yet leaving me empty.

      That name… his name…

      The Goblin King.

      “Are you finished yet?” Callie, my younger sister, leaned over my shoulder, and a line of tension shot from my fingers up my elbow. It was impossible to work with that name echoing. It was even worse with her watching me. Her long curls brushed against my shoulder, filling my room with sweet smells. Sugar and spice.

      And everything nice, I supposed.

      I propped my pen in its ink jar, careful not to put too much weight on the tip. “Don’t hurry me.”

      “Because writing a bunch of letters takes time?” Callie scrunched her nose, and I knew that she’d soon be complaining about the smell of ink. Or my small room that contained nothing more than a bed, a writing desk, and books she didn’t want to read.

      “Yes, it takes time.” I picked up my pen. “Why don’t you go home? I’ll deliver the invitations in an hour.”

      “But Mother told me to wait.” Callie huffed and sat on my bed. “She wanted to be sure you finish this time. We need to deliver them to the bride first thing in the morning.”

      I twisted to glare at her and stretched out stiff fingers. “Of course, I’ll finish.”

      Although she did have a point about me not finishing.

      Even in the warmth of my apartment and with her pestering, his name simmered. It was the reason I’d failed to have the invitations finished. The reason I tossed and turned at night. The reason that I could never seem to concentrate. It created a dichotomy in me. One that I would give anything to solve.

      If I could just trace a line of ink without thinking of it. Without struggling against it.

      Because it was more than a name.

      To think of the goblin king was dangerous. To whisper his name was deadly.

      They said that uttering his name would give him power over you. That it could bring him, clawing from the depths of somewhere as dark as the ink I drew with. It would conjure him and he would take a child that you loved.

      Two brothers from the edge of town had vanished from their beds in the middle of the night. And a girl I had glimpsed once—raven hair and a freckled face. There were never search parties. A child cannot be reclaimed from the goblin king.

      I was no longer a child, but my sister huffing impatiently behind me most certainly was.

      So I kept his name tucked away like a secret. Hidden and swept into some lonely corner. And pretended that I didn’t know it, and that it didn’t threaten to pull me apart.

      I turned back to the work before me and pressed nib to paper for the second invitation. Time to focus on other names.

      Roseanne & Derek

      I started an ascender line for the “R”, rising up to a peak, and then arcing into a soft bowl. The tail with a downward swash.

      Now to the “o”.

      My pen ached to go in a different direction. To carve the “a”. To finish the name. My fingers trembled with such force that I had to take pen from paper. I inhaled a deep breath. But once the nib was pressed down again, my mind grew momentarily silent. The floor creaked behind me, but I was too lost in the soft curve of the next letter to look up.

      “You better deliver them,” Callie said from somewhere behind. “Or else Mother is going to blame me.”

      A slight twist of the pen to widen the stroke, and then onward to the next letter.

      “Laurel? Do you hear me?” She huffed. Always so impatient.

      “Yes, go,” I said. “I can’t concentrate with you hovering. I need you gone.”

      Roseanne formed on my lips as I finished the last letter of the name.

      Then I started on the ampersand. The door closed, and I tried to lose myself in the letters.

      

      Twenty. I set the last invitation in line with the others before pushing my chair back and peering out the window. Well past dark and an inch of snow on the ground. But a warm satisfaction filled me—I had finished them.

      Callie would be tucked in her bed already. I checked the invitations one last time before carefully tying them with a dark blue ribbon. I set them on the desk and pulled together my supplies, pausing to rub a black smudge off my fingers.

      I stopped.

      A word was written across my palm.

      Radek.

      My heart fumbled, as if it could feel the ink seeping into it. I rubbed my palm, scrubbing it until it burned from friction and my skin was red instead of inky black.

      No. I had not said it.

      I took a few steady breaths. The rumor is that one has to speak his name. I hadn’t done that.

      Guilt wrapped around me. I had only wanted her gone for a moment. Had I called for him? Had I whispered his name the way I’d absently whispered Roseanne’s?

      No. I wouldn’t believe it.

      I bundled the letters in a satchel and darted out the door and into the winter night. Shivering in a winter dress, I cut across the corner of Ms. Jackby’s farm and hurried toward the river. Callie would be fine. Asleep in her bed.

      But with every step, my heart sank deeper. He could be there. With her even now.

      A hundred yards from the riverbank, heat cut into the sharp night air and left a cloud of low, curling fog slinking over the ground. The river that ran through the edge of town was always warm, as if it were heated below by the fires of Hell. The snow melted into swirling fog and grabbed at my ankles, holding me back. I pushed through the humidity and the odd smell of the river. The closest thing I could compare that smell to was midnight. Darkness and licorice.

      Branches dripped from trees and glinted white in the moonlight. The leaves fluttered like fireflies and lit my path.

      It was only a short run along the river, but it felt like forever before the house I grew up in appeared on a slight incline. The windows were dark, my parents probably long asleep, and I rushed up the steps and pushed open the creaky wooden door.

      Callie’s room was at the end of the hallway, and I paused before her doorway. She’d be there—sleeping. Curls and everything nice.

      I turned the handle, and the door inched open.

      Midnight. It overwhelmed me, like I’d stepped through a velvet curtain and into a completely different room.

      I reached out for the doorframe, but it was behind me even though I hadn’t stepped into the room. I stopped, trembling. It was him.

      Massive and majestic—he stood over her bed with one hand extended, his fingers splayed inches from her peaceful face. Light from the window framed him, making him nothing but a shadow.

      A nightmare bent over my sister.

      “Don’t,” I whispered and stepped closer to him.

      For a long, ghostly moment we stood over my sister. Only a few feet from each other. Our shadows overlapping. My heart and breath echoing. There was an eerie light to his eyes—lit from inside the same way the leaves of the river’s trees glittered like fireflies in the night.

      “Laurel,” he said. I tensed at my name and the low, sharp tenor of his voice. “Have you come to negotiate for the life of your sister?”

      “Don’t take her.” I gripped onto my satchel. How did he know my name? How was he here? I had thought it possible—but some far off, unreal possibility. “Please. I’ll give you anything.”

      “Then tell me.” He stood motionless. Shadowed and unreadable. As forbidden as his name. “What do you have to trade?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tell me what lies in the shadows.

        Of the things she keeps hidden and forbidden.

        Of the thoughts we never speak.

      

      

      

      “I don’t know what I have to give.” My voice was nothing but a whisper as I glanced at Callie. She slept soundly, her face serene. “What do you want?”

      “A dangerous thing to ask a goblin king.” He stepped away from Callie’s bed, slowly circling me with feet so light on the floorboards that I wondered if he was really there. Did I imagine him?

      He stopped between me and the door, and then turned into the moonlight.

      And I saw him.

      A mix of man and midnight. Imposingly and starkly real.

      He was the embodiment of his written name. Hair black as ink spilled over the curving bowl of his shoulders. Down into an ascender stroke narrowing into his waist. Cords of muscles wrapped his forearms like the wide flat of a brush. The artistry was even in his face. The serif of his strong eyebrows. The counter of his jaw.

      A calligraphic work of art. But the other side—the goblin side—was there as well. Eyes that glowed a pale white. The pointed tip to his ears I could just see under his thick hair.

      Somehow, it was his human features that made him dark. His goblin features were touches of light. Like snowflakes flickering in the moonlight as they painted the windowpane.

      I startled as I realized I had been staring at him.

      But he had also been evaluating me. Those glittering eyes narrowed, a kind of curious look on his face. As if he were reading me as closely as I was reading him.

      I tucked my satchel behind me and fisted my fingers to keep them from trembling.

      Beauty misleads. Perhaps he was even more dangerous because of that perfect form.

      “Come closer,” he said. “Close enough that I can touch you.”

      My feet moved as if they weren’t connected to my thoughts. But some part of me had wanted to walk toward him. As if I belonged closer.

      I forced myself to stop a foot away, looking up at him so that my hair fell down my back.

      “What do you hide from me?” His gaze slid down my arm to where the satchel was tucked behind my back.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head. Why would he care about the satchel? Nothing was in there except the invitations.

      I couldn’t see the connection, but I brought the satchel out and opened the top flap. With a thick hand, he pulled out the invitations. His thumb smoothed over the names. His hands seemed so human. Except for the swirls of ink that circled his wrist and extended up his forearm—interlocking, dark patterns that I couldn’t discern in the dim light.

      “Beautiful.” His voice was low, little more than a hiss. “Tell me what they are for.”

      “Invitations.” I extended my hand to take the stack of invitations back, but he didn’t return them. He just rolled his thumb back over the names.

      “They’re for a wedding,” I added timidly. The way the pad of his thumb smoothed over my carefully drawn letters—it lighted something in me. Something deep and hidden. Maybe even something I didn’t want to admit.

      His thumb jerked to a stop. “My father explained this ritual to me once. Humans need a contract to tell them if they love?”

      “No.” I shook my head, then glanced to see my sister still breathing steadily before turning back to this mystifying demon, this bizarre conversation. “It’s the opposite. They love and so they want to get married. To celebrate.”

      His strong eyebrows furrowed. “Then love is not enough. A celebration is needed.”

      “You don’t understand.” I slowly reached out and took the invitations from him. His skin heated mine before my fingers locked around the paper. He was warmer than a human—like a fire burned within him.

      I started to pull away when he let out a small rumbling sound. Quick as a lick of fire, he gripped my wrist and flipped over my hand. The invitations tumbled to the floor between our feet.

      It wasn’t just the thick paper that fell. My breath, my thoughts, my world. They all tumbled. As if I was held together by nothing more than a thin, blue ribbon. And the man before me was tugging on the knot.

      My palm laid bare before him. The black smudge filled the middle. I’d forgotten, and I tried to curl my fingers so he couldn’t see it. Couldn’t possibly read what had been written there.

      His thumb smoothed over my palm, forcing it open. He traced the edges of the inky smudge, then over my wrist and to the tender skin of my forearm. His touch light and smooth like the nib of a pen just pressed to paper.

      I shivered, and his fingers slid up and tightened around my elbow. He pulled me an inch forward, so close that I could see marks of colors in his eyes. They weren’t just white like the fireflies, but flecked with blue and green and gray. A hundred colors swirled together, calling me even closer.

      That base desire that made me walk to him… it pulsed. It asked for more. For a long moment, I felt almost whole, as if there was no dichotomy in me. No threat of a name—it didn’t echo or call. It didn’t ask anything of me. Almost as if I could just say it:

      Radek.

      Midnight and licorice, silky and thick on my tongue as I opened my mouth to speak his—

      “Why is the celebration needed?” His voice shocked me, pulling me out of the fog.

      Or perhaps jolting me back into it.

      “The celebration isn’t needed exactly,” I explained, trying to touch upon an idea I’ve never quite felt. I love my sister, of course. But not the way that Roseanne and Derek love each other. Not in the way that…

      My eyes fell from his, but I couldn’t forget his warm hand cupped around my elbow. The way his gaze traced my edges as if I were the carefully sculpted lettering. His intensity was mesmerizing.

      Was he like this with everyone? Did everyone he touched feel this pulsing that raced through me?

      “It’s so that others can celebrate with you.” I loosened my fist but left it closed. “That they can see what you have and be happy for you.”

      His lips turned down. “This is what you believe?”

      “Yes.” I took a sharp breath. “Is that enough? You wanted me to come closer. You wanted to see the invitations. Will you leave my sister now?”

      He dropped my elbow and glanced behind me at Callie, almost as if he had forgotten she was there.

      “I want you to prove it,” he said absently.

      “Prove it?”

      When he glanced back at me, his eyes were hard. Solid white—nothing there of the swirling colors.

      “That you love.” He stepped backward, into the door frame.

      “Isn’t being here enough?” I pleaded. “Being willing to trade for her?” My voice raised higher than I had dared before. Panic circled me. What more could I give?

      “No.” A single word proclamation. Said with the force he must use to command an army.

      “How can I prove that I love her?” I stepped over the invitations. He couldn’t leave without telling me. Perhaps he was toying with me, tricking me. Playing me with his touch and his attention. But why? And what choice did I have except to agree?

      “Come to me.” His low voice was little more than a whisper, as if he were evaporating. “Until then, your sister will sleep. She won’t wake until I release her.”

      A dark tendril of fear wound through me. “I need to come to the goblin world?”

      “Through the labyrinth.” He faded into the hallway. “You have thirteen hours to find my kingdom.”

      Thirteen hours? I didn’t know where the goblin world was—much less the labyrinth.

      “But how?” My forearm lit with pain. A sharp burn. I glanced down to see a perfect circle drawn upon it. A clock with the long hand pointed at thirteen. The clock hand moved a fraction. Not a clock. A timer?

      Laurel.

      My name drifted from the window, and I turned to see the falling snow. But it wasn’t falling. It hung in the night. Still, unmoving. As if the entire world had stepped out of time.

      One snowflake began to dance. It swirled around the others. Called to me.

      Laurel.

      Follow.

      Follow.

      Follow.

      The snow began to fall as if it had never stopped.

      I blinked and looked back to the hallway, but the goblin king was gone.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Underwater,

        she learns to breathe.

        In the dark,

        she learns to see.

      

      

      The snowflake didn’t blend into the others. It danced ahead, pulling me forward as soon as I stepped outside. It guided me through town and past my darkened window. Up to the southern hilltop and then down. Around the edge of our little village and then back again.

      I followed it with rapt attention, my heart hammering. Wondering where it would lead. What I would need to do. And watching the minute hand drawn on my forearm move with a steady certainty. I counted the minutes as I followed the snowflake on a twisting path that looped back and in and around itself.

      Follow.

      Follow.

      Follow.

      More than an hour had passed since I started following it. The timer moved relentlessly. Even though I still had twelve hours left, time was ticking down with a steadiness that terrified me.

      I huffed out a breath and stopped walking in the middle of the street. Cold whipped through my dress. But the snowflake twirled around me, not caring about my frustration. The clouds were gathering overhead and night was passing, and the snowflake had yet to lead me anywhere except in circles.

      Was it leading me astray? A trick?

      The snowflake brushed against my cheek, a burst of cold. But I flicked it aside.

      I could still feel him. His thumb smoothing over my letters, over my skin. The desire to be closer to him didn’t just echo. It pulled and pulsed. Just as it had carried me through the doorway to him.

      I closed my eyes—not needing sight or awareness—and I focused on him. Not the snowflake, but the scent of him. The feeling of him that let me down the winding path and into the rising warmth of the river.

      Just the thought of the swirling water sent a warm shiver over me. Night and fireflies. Midnight.

      And him.

      I knew it as clearly as I knew my own name that the river was the boundary.

      My eyes flicked open, and I turned away from the snowflake.

      The snow melted as I neared the river, but the snowflake didn’t fade. It continued to dance behind me, a single sparkle against the night as I pushed aside the weeping branches of the willow trees to reach the softly churning water.

      I stopped at the edge of the water, fear heavy in my chest. Fog curled around my boots and tickled between my knees. I took a long breath and stared down at my reflection in the water. My face was pale, my brows cinched.

      This is what I needed to do to save Callie. I inched one foot forward, letting the water lap against the toe of my boot. My reflection wavered in expanding circles.

      I put both toes in the water, then waded to my ankles. Soon water tickled around my knees and weighted down the hem of my dress. It slid up my thighs. The river should have been cold, instead it warmed my skin. Just as his touch had done.

      Midnight and licorice. His presence so strong that I expected to see him standing before me.

      I fought the urge to speak his name. To summon him. What would he do? Take Callie from me for good? I couldn’t risk it.

      Go back.

      The snowflake hung above the water an arm’s length away.

      Go back.

      Go back.

      I shook my head. “You’re leading me astray.”

      The snowflake hovered, almost angrily. Then it started to grow. First the six sides elongated. The light grew and shifted and, as quick as my sharp intake of breath, a woman stood in the river.

      I let out a gasp and jumped back, but she just smiled and extended a hand wrapped in soft, white fabric. She was a mix of darkness and light. A locket around her neck glinted like sun upon the snow. But her features were strong—thick eyebrows and wide lips.

      “This is not the way.” Her voice was soft. And sad—as if her words sagged under a weight.

      I stared down at her fabric-wrapped fingers. Something about her seemed familiar. But I was certain I’d never seen her before. I would have remembered her high cheekbones and the melancholy black of her eyes.

      She reminded me of him.

      “No,” I gasped, backing away from the woman. Water swirled around my hips and pulled on my dress.

      Was this a trick? Follow something that seemed harmless only to discover it was sent by him? To lead me away from his kingdom? Perhaps the warm expansion in my chest—that desire to follow him—was a trick too?

      “Did he send you?” I demanded. “Tell me why you are here.”

      She tilted her head, and her hair fell to the side. Just enough for me to see the rounded edges of her ears.

      She was human? I shook my head, my thoughts scattering in a hundred different directions. But I didn’t have time for this mystery. Eleven and a half hours, and I hadn’t even breached the entrance of the labyrinth. And who knew what lay ahead? Thirteen hours was a speck of time.

      I tilted up my chin. “I’ll find the way by myself.”

      “If you go to the kingdom, he will destroy you.” The light around her wavered. Her limbs began to collapse, the density of her presence lessening. As quickly as she had appeared, the snowflake hung before me.

      My name is Mirabel. The snowflake floated upwards into the trees. Call for me when you’re ready.

      In a blink, it was gone, and I was left alone with nothing but the slow lap of the water and the weight of her warning.

      No. I couldn’t listen to it. I wouldn’t risk Callie.

      I started forward, but something snagged my foot. I pulled against it—some kind of root or rock. My boot wouldn’t budge even though I struggled to free myself. But the harder I pulled, the deeper the river became. It curled up over my breasts and grazed my chin. Panic lit through me, and I clawed at the water.

      Then the night and the trees were gone.

      Water cascaded over me, and I tumbled down. The surface was so far above that I could no longer see the fireflies or the stars or… anything. I pawed at the water, trying to grasp onto the streams of bubbles that shot upwards.

      Something tugged me backward, yanking me into a river that had only been chest-high minutes before.

      I swam upwards as hard as I could. My arms aching, my lungs burning. I had to reach the top. I had to breathe.

      I had to do so many, many things.

      But the slippery fingers of the water latched onto me. They circled my ankles and pulled my legs apart. Gripped my hair and pressed down on my shoulders. Forcing me back. The harder I struggled, the firmer they gripped. Ripping me away from the surface.

      The last of the bubbles rose—up and away. Just like the snowflake had.

      Down.

      Down.

      Darkness closed. My lungs seized, aching for breath. My arms fell limp against the relentless current.

      Where was it taking me? I looked down.

      Light? White and silver. It shimmered underneath my feet as if daylight was spread below me.

      I dove, tugged downward by the water that had thwarted me. It propelled me now, springing up hope where panic had been before.

      Lights reflected from below. Closer and warmer until I fell. Tumbled out of the water and crashed onto a smooth rock floor. I gasped, sucking in air until my breathing evened. Even though my body ached from the fall, relief spilled over me.

      I rolled over. The water held above me—as if trapped by glass. But there was no glass. Nothing to hold it. It couldn’t be like that. Could it?

      I slowly stood and reached up. My fingertips dipped into the river, and it rippled out in circles.

      But when I withdrew my hand, my fingers were dry.

      I was dry. My clothes, my hair, my boots. I was dry and warm. And standing in a tunnel made of rock with a ceiling of water.

      My disbelief took a long minute to pass.

      Then my shoulders fell. I couldn’t wade into a ceiling.

      I couldn’t swim home.

      My heart stumbled. This had to be the labyrinth, and I had left myself entirely at the mercy of the goblin king.

      Radek.

      The name sung in my thoughts as I stared down the tunnel. It was long, deep, black. It extended farther than I could see.

      There was nothing to do but walk. Down the tunnel that never seemed to end.

      So I walked. And I walked. Farther than I had ever walked before. Until hunger turned into ache, and my feet stung as if I were walking barefoot over snow. But nothing changed. Not the black stone walls or the water above.

      Only the clock kept ticking. Another hour gone. Then another. And another.

      I plodded onwards, reaching out to the wall as my legs started to burn so deeply I might fall. First, my hand smoothed over it lightly. Another hour of walking and both palms pressed against the stone. Then a shoulder. Until finally I stumbled, and my hands scraped against stone as I tried to keep myself up.

      The river swirled above—teasing me with water that I couldn’t take. Memorizing me with its pattern. I needed to close my eyes. Just for a moment. Just a moment of rest and I’d stand again.

      I still had six hours.

      Why had he done this to me? Why lead me down only to let me fall into the darkness?

      He was a nightmare. A goblin who stole children. And yet…

      The way his thumb had smoothed over my wrist. How his presence ceased my constant battle against his name.

      My fingertip scraped over the wall, calling that name to life as I drew it upon the stone. The ascender line. The bowl. The diagonal stroke leading to the counter of the next letter. I followed the letters with my last scrap of strength. Through to the final swash before my hand fell.

      It never hit the ground. It floated. Held and warmed. A thumb tracked over my wrist.

      “Laurel.” My name echoed against the stone as warmth pulled me downward.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Into the darkness,

        I descend.

      

      

      I woke to a world that didn’t exist.

      The black rock melted as if it were snow. It morphed into wispy ferns and small purple flowers. It became a bed of soft, wide leaves—each with a vein of brilliant red running from stem to tip. Instead of the river, fireflies danced above us. The world sparkled and shimmered—almost as if we were caught within a snowglobe.

      But more than all that—the goblin king, a nightmare in flesh, held my hand. Delicately. His fingertips light against my flesh and covering the clock. He crouched next to me—those eyes heavy with a thousand colors. Black hair falling over thick brows and the strong curve of his jaw.

      He was exactly as I had remembered him. But he wore an expression I couldn’t interpret. Lips curved downwards. Forehead lined. And my heart shivered—ached to know what that look meant.

      “Have I failed?” I asked. “Have I lost my sister?”

      He tilted his head. “No.”

      I blew out a breath of relief. When he didn’t drop my wrist, I took it from him, leaving his warmth. Yet he remained crouched, staring at me steadily.

      I ached to touch him again. Instead I flipped over my arm to see how much time I had lost. But the clock face was empty— no numbers, no hand moving steadily clockwise. I tapped the drawing, held it close to my ear to listen to its soft tick, but it wasn’t moving.

      “Why isn’t it working?” I sat up and stretched my sore legs. But they no longer ached. I swallowed and realized that my throat wasn’t dry. How long had I been here?

      I got to my feet. “Where is Callie? Is she okay? I need to—”

      “There’s no need to hurry here.” A faint smile bowed his lips. He extended a hand and traced the round edge of the clock. Not as delicately as he had touched me before. “Thirteen hours to get to my kingdom. But this isn’t the labyrinth. Nor is it my kingdom.”

      I paused, staring at him. “What do you mean? The labyrinth starts at the river, right? It was the only place that made sense.”

      “Yes.” He tucked some hair behind his ear. Such a human gesture. “The river. And the deathless tunnel.”

      I fell to my knees. If I couldn’t find the exit to the tunnel, then it was all for nothing. How could I get to his kingdom?

      “It didn’t seem to end.” I leaned toward him, inhaling his dark licorice scent. “Can’t you just let her go? I’ve come this far.” My voice wavered somewhere between argument and frustration. “Why do I need to go to your kingdom?”

      “Because that was our agreement.”

      I sighed. “Then how do I get there? How do I get out of the black tunnel?”

      With his free hand, he gestured up to the green canopy above me. “Aren’t you out now?”

      “But you said this isn’t part of the labyrinth.” Frustration rose in me. He was talking in riddles. Tricking me again.

      I started to take my hand away, but this time he clutched onto it and drew me nearer. Closer than I had been to anyone in a long time. My heart fluttered. And churned. And beat. And did far too many things.

      No. I did not want to feel or breathe or touch him. How could one desire a nightmare? And one who might be tricking me. He’d threatened my sister.

      And, yet, I did desire him. Maybe I always had. Ever since his name first tumbled from my pen.

      “This is not part of the labyrinth.” His voice was low and serious. “But you arrived here in the same way.”

      I shook my head, not fully understanding. “I wrote your name. You brought me here.”

      “Yes. And no.” That faint smile echoed again. But it didn’t feel teasing this time. It felt warm and honest. Like the human part of him was seeping out. He was not like I had expected him to be.

      “I don’t understand. You’re speaking in riddles.” My lower lip pushed out—very much like Callie’s did when she was frustrated. I sharpened my voice. “Just tell me plainly.”

      “I can’t tell you plainly because the answer isn’t plain.” He raised an eyebrow. “And it’s been a long time since anyone told me what to do.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” I blurted, and then deepened my glare when he laughed.

      “I rather like it.” He leaned closer to me—his warmth swirling around me. “With most, I struggle to discover what they truly think. It frustrates me in the way you seem to be frustrated now.” His face darkened as he studied me for a long moment. “I’d like you to do something for me.”

      “Like walk into a mysterious labyrinth to find a goblin kingdom?” I wanted to huff like Callie did too.

      “No, something much more difficult.” His thumb traced over the clock and up the light veins in my forearm, stopping on the hollow of my elbow. “I want you to take all that you know. Everything you have been taught. Everything you have been told. Do you have all of that held in your mind?”

      I shook my head, trying to ignore the rush of heat that came with his touch. “I’d rather you just let Callie wake—”

      “Close your eyes.” His gaze fell on mine. The colors swirling together as if they were trying to tell me something important.

      I didn’t trust him, but I didn’t know what else to do. I took a breath and closed my eyes.

      “Think of everything you know,” he said into my darkness. “Everything you have. Do you have all of that in your mind?”

      I nodded.

      “Now abandon it. And ask the question again.”

      “I…” I fumbled through a thousand thoughts. I was in another place—foreign and unexpected. Yet I was clutching onto the world I knew with my fingers wrapped so tight that I refused to see what was before me. I was swimming up instead of down. Looking for the end of the tunnel when the answer lay… elsewhere. Maybe it wasn’t so simple as something being a trick or the truth.

      And through all of my thoughts—about Callie, about the labyrinth, and the talking snowflake—one thing vibrated deeper and louder than the rest.

      Radek.

      I let out a breath, feeling him next to me. Like I had every time I’ve picked up my pen. But stronger now.

      “Trust only yourself while in the labyrinth.” His voice was so close in the dark. “The rest is there to lead you astray.”

      I jumped as a hand smoothed down the side of my face. My eyes flashed open to find him watching me. His knuckles were pressed against my cheek. They slid a steady path across my chin.

      Radek. Radek. Radek.

      The echo of his name in my thoughts snapped me into the present. The fireflies danced above him, the only light in the darkening forest. He was so close that I could feel his breath on my lips. The weight of his presence—different than a man.

      And yet the same. The same inhale and exhale of breath. The same beat of his heart. The same emotions mixing in his eyes. Was I staring at the man or the nightmare?

      The dichotomy in him screamed as loudly as it had always existed in me. Like we were mirrored in the river. A reflection of one another.

      But our differences were in that reflection too. All the things I had heard of the goblin king. They lingered on the edges of the clearing.

      “Why do you steal children?” I asked.

      “It’s simply what’s done.” His voice was soft and honest. And he didn’t feel like a nightmare in that moment. Not one bit.

      He shifted, turning his head to glance up at the canopy of flowers above us. The dark swirls upon his skin twisted with his movement. They started at the base of his neck and disappeared into his shirt.

      One swirl almost resembled the spine of an “s”. The loop of a “g”.

      I blinked and leaned forward, trying to decipher what was drawn on him. A serif.

      Letters.

      My letters?

      I froze. How could that be?

      I reached forward and pressed hesitant fingers against an ascender line that rose from his shirt and ended over his collarbone. He’d asked me to close my eyes to forget everything I knew, but it was in looking at those letters that my world really began to shake.

      “Is this a trick?” My fingers trembled over the artwork upon him. “Are these my letters?”

      “No tricks.” He grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head. “You are branded upon me.”

      His body was a canopy. He was covered in letters that I had created. That I had poured myself into. They were drawn across his flesh. My thoughts fumbled. The things I had known cascading into confusion.

      I reached out hesitantly and traced the inky black that decorated his skin. They overlapped and blended. My art upon his flesh.

      All the times I’d ached to say his name. And now he was before me. Covered in me.

      My fingers trailed up his chest to the base of his neck, pressing lightly against the soft flesh there. His lips parted, his eyes never leaving mine.

      I traced the letters—touching him so easily. How could that be?

      How could any of this be?

      “Why?” I whispered.

      He leaned closer—his face inches from mine. “Don’t you already know? Say it, Laurel. The word that’s begging to be spoken.”

      Radek.

      “No.” I couldn’t. But still my fingers smoothed over his chin to his mouth. Followed the line of his lower lip.

      His name vibrated in my chest. My lips parted.

      I wanted…

      In a sudden breath of heat and desire, I fell forward. Let myself give in just as I wanted to with his name, and my lips found his. His light grip on my wrist left as he seized my waist. My softness was thrust against his hard chest.

      But he hesitated, our kiss lingering. The moment extended, and I ached to know what was under the pause. And what he would choose.

      Just when I thought he might push me away, his tongue slipped past my lips, exploring me. Opening me. Asking me for more.

      I had only meant for a taste. But his touch, his smell, his potency. It was like disappearing into the night. Secret and protected. Dangerous and deadly. All twisted together in a collision that couldn’t be unwound.

      My hands sought him. Descending his angled lines—over the wide breadth of his shoulders and along the fierce strength of his forearms. Up the ridges of his stomach to the rise and fall of his chest. His heart beat as furiously as mine, and I knew that was not a trick. That there was truth in his kiss. In the beating of his heart.

      One wide hand caught my lower back, and the other pulled my head to him with so much force that I whimpered into his kiss, and he rumbled in response.

      A low, dark sound that made my fingers tremble and pulled me deeper into his kiss. I reached out for what I’d been aching for since I first wrote his name on a torn scrap of paper. The word my voice ached to say. My fingers ached to draw.

      So I drew upon him. Traced over his warm skin.

      “Grust lapin urstat.” His low voice filled my ear. And he spoke again—in brutal, unfamiliar words as he yanked me roughly against him, his thickness between my legs lit up every cell. I was made of snowflakes and fireflies. I could shatter apart into a million tiny lights. It was as if I was discovering anew what a kiss felt like, skin tasted like, how words sounded. How it felt to draw my first letters.

      His lips curved down my chin and neck. Warm breaths on my shoulder. I gasped and clutched onto this nightmare as if I could somehow capture it. The swirls of darkness upon his shoulders expanded and contracted as he dragged me against him.

      I leaned away, but not far enough to break the contact between us. My fingers trailed over his stomach and to the fabric that still covered him. He was hard and thick under my cupped hand. I stroked him, feeling his tension both mount and dissipate. And still I traced the letters with my eyes. So many of them. Each one a confession that something real and deep lingered between us. Something beyond labyrinths and tricks and the rumors of how we were supposed to be.

      I was already part of him. The realization struck me with so much force that I gasped.

      It didn’t matter happened after this. Or what had come before.

      I was his. And somehow, he was mine.

      His hand pressed softly against the nape of my neck, somewhere between bringing me back to him and holding me in place. Dark eyebrows lowered as gruff words turned into familiar ones.

      “Laurel.” His hand moved from my neck to tangle in my hair. “Your thoughts are so heavy I can feel the weight of them. Do you—”

      I found his lips, yanking him to me with the same force he’d used. I did not want questions. I gripped his shoulders, pulling myself up so that I could feel him between my thighs.

      His hands tightened around my waist, holding me suspended and pulling me away from the kiss. His eyes flared a deep purple—desire and need.

      “Give yourself to me,” he whispered.

      His words weren’t a question. Nor did I want them to be. He lowered me onto the grass, and his teeth skimmed my shoulder as he hovered for a heavy moment. The small purple flowers crushed underneath us, twining their sweet scent with his headier one.

      When he kissed me this time, it was as if he ripped me in two. His lips demanded more. His warmth surrounds me, and I lost myself to the heat and the power of him. The darkness and intensity.

      I wanted him, and when his fingers tugged at my dress, it didn’t surprise me. Nor when he pulled my legs around him and slowly filled me. I held onto him, the patterns of his flesh between my fingers. His desire fell from his lips in a deep groan and more gruff words.

      I splayed my hands over his wide shoulders, all questions vanishing. Those startling eyes of his took in every curve of my body. Every sound that I made as he demanded more. He vibrated with intensity and desire, and I gripped onto him. Our skin became slick and heated. Our breath shifted to mirrored sharp gasps.

      His fingers curled around my hips, and I let my head fall back. Let him guide me. I opened entirely for him, and in a steady rise, he brought me to the edge of thought and pushed me into the wordlessness that lay beyond.

      Afterwards, for languid minutes, we lay. Spent and breathing and both knowing that the world had shifted somehow. What had once been a dead end had turned into a doorway. His fingers trailed through my damp hair, pulling it away from my face.

      I studied the letters on his chest and arms and then began to trace them again. Raising goosebumps upon the skin of a king. For some reason, that made me smile.

      “How do you have my letters?” I asked.

      He reached out and trailed his fingers over me as I was doing with him. Following the bottom curve of my lip and line of my jaw before he spoke. “How do you know my name?”

      It was a good question. One that I should have wondered, but it had been present in my mind for so long that I’d forgotten I was supposed to wonder. Like my own name—it was always there.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve always known it.”

      “It’s the same for me.” Leaves crinkled underneath him as he rotated to smooth his hand from my jaw down my neck and over the round curve of my breast to find my hip. A lazy touch. “I had them placed upon me. I can feel your words, and I wanted them close to me.”

      My breath caught deep in my throat. “Then why did you threaten to take my sister?”

      He watched me with a drawn brow. “Your sister is safely sleeping where you left her. She’ll sleep until I wake her. Instead, I have you.”

      “And that was what you wanted?” The words were little more than whooshes of air.

      “Yes,” he said with the certainty of a king.

      “The love you wanted me to prove…” I fumbled for words. For understanding. I was always so lost in his world. Fireflies flitted above us between purple flowers. Things that were familiar. And also not.

      His lips curved down as he watched me. “Is this love?”

      “I…” I shook my head.

      Lust. Desire. Belonging. Need. Deep and aching.

      But none of that was love. Was it?

      Then why did I feel this burning for him? This certainty at his touch?

      I pushed away, rolling over so that I couldn’t see his questioning gaze. My confusion deepened by the minute. Mirabel had said he would destroy me. Was that the truth?

      “What about the woman?” I asked.

      He sat up, his shoulders broadening. “Woman?”

      “At the river. The snowflake.” I twisted towards him. “There was a woman, and she told me that the river was the wrong way.”

      The ferns shifted as if a breeze filtered through them. But nothing touched my skin.

      He stared at me, his jaw hardening. “Tell me about her. What did she look like?”

      “She looked like you,” I said. “She had a locket around her neck.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Mirabel.”

      The name fell into silence. Radek stood, tension running down his arms and into the fist that held his shirt. He looked even more powerful towering above me. A canvas of taut muscles moving under my letters. Beautiful and potent.

      I scrambled to my feet. “I thought you sent her to trick me. She led me away from the river. She said it wasn’t the way. But I knew… it led to you. I’ve always known, just like I’ve known your name.”

      He remained silent, jaw clenched. Still staring down at me. Of all the ways that I’d seen him—even buried inside me—this one felt the most raw.

      “Who is she?” I asked.

      “My mother.” He stalked across the undergrowth and swatted away the fireflies. “But it can’t be her either. She died in childbirth. It was the labyrinth you saw. A trick for you? Or perhaps one for me.”

      He faced me, standing across the clearing. The distance stark and sudden. And I was reminded of who he was. Not just a nightmare. But a king.

      And his mother would be a queen. A human queen?

      “You’re half human?” I asked.

      He stilled, and yet moved at the same time. The letters written across him tensed, hardening. Muscles coiled.

      “I’m not human,” he growled. “Tell me why you would think that.”

      I tucked my dress against my chest, the clearing feeling very small. The flowers as if they had grown too large.

      “She was human,” I whispered.

      He shook his head violently. “She could not have been human. I won’t believe it. My father would never have—”

      His words ended abruptly, cut off by some thought that ricocheted through him. The fireflies kept their distance. The leaves bent away. He seemed to command every living thing in the clearing.

      Except for me.

      “Humans are without love.” His words were forced.

      “Is that what you really believe about me?” I tipped up my chin, studying him the way he had studied me. “Perhaps it is like you told me. You have to abandon everything you know. And look at the question again.”

      His face became a mask of sharp lines. The fireflies faded, their lights going out one by one. The leaves underneath me curled, the tips dried. Veins darkened.

      “You need to go.” His voice was low and distant. “This was not…”

      Petals began to fall from the flowers. Like it rained drops of purple.

      My fingers dug into the soft fabric balled at my chest. “Am I going back into the labyrinth?”

      “No, I cannot do that to you.” His voice was softer now. But still so distant. He was dismissing me.

      Did I want to be dismissed?

      “I can go home?” I asked. “You’ll let my sister wake?”

      He hesitated again. Just as he had before he’d given into my kiss. His eyes darkened into a slate gray.

      “You have to answer about my sister.” A bitter panic pressed against my chest. “You can’t just blink me away.”

      He nodded. “Yes, I can. But I give her back to you.” Before he had even finished the words, the last of the fireflies faded. The leaves crumbled.

      My wrist fell to the stone floor of the tunnel. The timer was gone. Everything from the clearing faded into black.

      I blinked up at the river above.

      I had saved my sister. Yet I felt nothing but loss.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I twist.

        I turn.

        But wherever I look,

        I find only myself.

      

      

      I pressed my palm against the stone wall of the tunnel. Smooth, yet hard. Soft, yet impenetrable.

      Not so different from the goblin king himself.

      Also similar to the feeling wrapping and squeezing my heart.

      He’d threatened my sister. Given me answers that were nothing more than questions disguised. Opened me up to him and imprinted himself on me. Then blinked me away. Back to the endless hallway that I didn’t know how to escape. Would he just leave me here?

      Anger was a calm word for the fury brewing.

      I needed to get out of this tunnel. I had to get back to my sister—see with my own eyes that she’d awoken. When I got home, I would tear up the slip of paper with his name and never think of him again.

      If that meant I could never draw again, then so be it. Somehow I would rid myself of the goblin king.

      The first step was escaping the labyrinth.

      I stood, my legs steady now, but my skin still hummed from his touch. The exhaustion stripped away. Had he done that? I didn’t care.

      I set both palms on the wall.

      Abandon everything you know.

      I snapped my eyes shut and ignored the anger that made my shoulders tense. I tried to forget the way I had held onto him when we kissed. The ripple of his muscles under my letters written across his shoulders. My anger pulsed and slithered into other emotions.

      Loss deeper than I had felt before. How was that fair? I hardly knew him and shouldn’t feel this way. Regardless of the way he had taken me, and the way he had blinked me away.

      I opened my eyes to see my fingers touched nothing but solid rock. Has he doomed me to this tunnel forever?

      No. I would find a way out.

      I inhaled. Exhaled. And inhaled again.

      Forget all that I know. Forget him. Forget the shape of the tunnel. The stone against my palms. The soft swirl of the water above me. Forget my family. The echo of his name. The dichotomy that had always torn at me. As if I was turned from the path I was meant to walk.

      I exhaled and let it all go. Willed the river to wash it away. And for a moment, I knew only myself. This person I had become.

      She was not who I had expected.

      Ask the question again.

      “How do I escape the labyrinth?” I breathed it out, and it drifted through my thoughts, almost lazily. As if caught in the current.

      My hand slipped forward. I opened my eyes to see the rock flicker, and then it was a wall of sand. My hands pressed in up to my wrists and then my elbows. I closed my mouth and eyes as it brushed softly over my cheeks and caressed my neck. It tugged on my hair and cascaded from my shoulders, covering the ground as my hands touched empty air. I stepped through the sand and stood on a bridge of uneven stones.

      Underneath me the river tumbled and glimmered, as alive as the trees overhead. Pink blossoms hung on a green canopy that was cut in both directions by a stone pathway.

      Elation filled me, and I laughed. A hand touched my shoulder, and I jumped and swung around.

      Mirabel. She stood next to me, her lips slightly parted. Those strong eyebrows so much like Radek’s.

      “You escaped the labyrinth,” she said.

      I blinked at her. “How are you here?”

      “I’m here to help you.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me who you were at the river?” I pulled away from her and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “If I had been honest, what would you have done?” She sighed. “You wouldn’t have listened. You’d have run straight into the labyrinth.”

      “I did that anyway.”

      A small smile lifted her lips. “True. I didn’t expect that. You are impulsive. Like him.”

      I shook my head. “He’s more than impulsive. He’s…” I stumbled over my words. A nightmare. Evil. Darkness.

      Surprising. Warm.

      “… he steals children,” I finished. I wouldn’t let myself think of the other side to him. The one that held me so delicately.

      “Yes, he does.” Her smile fell. “It’s the reason I couldn’t love his father.” She pushed back her hair and glanced away from me. Lines filled her face—adding years onto her skin in a matter of seconds. Then, just as quickly, they faded and she focused on me again.

      “So you left him?”

      “I gave him a choice,” Mirabel said softly. “Me or the children.”

      “What happened?”

      “He didn’t pick me.” She drew in a long breath. “Then nothing happened. He was angry. And I went back to my village.”

      My stomach twisted to think of it. Nothing.

      “You couldn’t love a nightmare who steals children,” I whispered.

      Love. Such an ambiguous word. One that Radek had used more than once. It swirled around me, tingling my skin under the anger. It asked me to dance with it. To dance with him.

      What had I feared for all these years? That he would take Callie?

      Or that he would take me.

      “I told you that he would destroy you.” Mirabel gripped my arm. “Go home. That way.” She pointed towards a grove of trees that had white branches. Just like the ones that ran along the river. Something familiar. Something from home.

      I studied her—the lines under her eyes. The hard cut to her mouth.

      “What happens to the children?” I asked.

      “They live the rest of their days in the kingdom,” she said. “I never saw them, but I heard the whispers.”

      The other stolen children were in the kingdom. And here I was, lost and worrying only about Callie and myself. My eyes burned at my selfishness.

      But Radek said he’d let Callie wake. If that’s true, the rumor—the one that said a child cannot be reclaimed from the goblin king—wasn’t true. He had proved that by releasing her.

      I looked in the other direction. Away from the river and from everything I had ever known. Would he release the others? Why did he even keep them?

      “I…” Questions morphed into certainty. “I have to go to him.”

      It wasn’t just for the children. I needed to see—needed to know. Did I belong to a nightmare? In so many ways, he was not what I had expected. Just little things—like how he laughed or how his thumb had smoothed over my wrist with such tenderness. I had assumed so much based on what I had been told.

      Just as he had assumed that humans couldn’t love.

      “He’ll never listen to you.” Mirabel shook her head, imploring me with her eyes.

      “Do you even know him?” I asked. “Have you ever had a conversation with your son?”

      Her lips stretched into a line, and she shook her head.

      It was so odd how she was here again—exactly when I was choosing which path to take. A woman who was supposed to be dead.

      “Are you even real?” I asked. “Perhaps you are just another part of the labyrinth. Another path that wants to lead me astray.”

      She stilled and a smile curled across her face. Mocking and so different from any she had shown me before.

      She wasn’t here to help me. She was a trick. A lie. Everything in this world was flipped on its head. Like rumors that spoke of the nightmare of the goblin king, but not the man.

      I stepped away from her. “Radek told me to trust only myself while in the labyrinth.”

      A sharp wind twisted my dress, and she suddenly stood before me again. Her eyes darkened, as if her thoughts were tumbling into a pit.

      “He will destroy you.” Her fingers wrapped my arm—as cold as snow. “That is what they do to humans.”

      My thoughts wavered again. It was what I had been taught for so long. Was I supposed to doubt everything I knew?

      Yes.

      I would trust myself. I turned from her and walked in the opposite direction from home, ignoring her call over my shoulder.

      Before long, her voice faded. The path was long. The stones uneven and sharp, different from the smooth stones in the dark tunnel. As if they had not yet been worn down—still new and fresh. I picked my way around them, moving steadily forward.

      The forest came slowly alive as darkness fell. Fireflies bumbled in my path. They hummed in low voices, singing in whispers. They had never made such noise before, but now I heard them so clearly.

      My legs grew tired, but still I walked. Called forward by urgency as the moon cut a circle into the sky between the branches. It bathed the forest in a muted light, hazing the edges of the stones and softening the leaves. Lighting my way until I reached a clearing—atop a cliff that descended sharply down.

      Below me lay the heart of the labyrinth. Beating and pulsing in the center of the maze was Radek’s kingdom. It was built of golden lights against dark stone. Purple flags upon the spires. They waved as guards moved steadily along the battlements. Black armor glinted in the moonlight. But otherwise, the kingdom was silent.

      Dark and powerful and beautiful. Like the goblin king himself.

      Seeing the spires of his castle thrilled and terrified me. The stark reality of who he was sank deep into my bones. This place—so different from my small apartment with its worn desk and empty bed.

      What I planned to ask him sounded ludicrous. I’d be a human girl standing before a goblin king and asking him for a favor.

      But what else was I to do? I couldn’t leave the children. And if he released them… did that mean he was not a nightmare?

      The path down was jagged and steep—a stairway of switchbacks cut into the side of the cliff. I inched towards the edge.

      Metal clanked behind me. I spun, almost losing my footing, to find three soldiers. They were tall and armored in that black metal. Fearsome creatures, and my heart pounded out an unsteady rhythm.

      One of them pointed a yellow tipped-spear at me and spoke sharp words that I couldn’t understand.

      Fingers wrapped my elbow, and the spear dug into my throat. The soldier hissed more jagged words into my ear and pushed me forward. Down the steps and across a field of grass.

      Without stopping—without answering my questions or letting me catch my breath—the soldiers pushed me forward with a spear tip in my shoulder until we halted before the portcullis. It raised up just enough for us to enter, and with my heart hardly beating, I stepped into the goblin’s kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A dream is nothing.

        It flits and flutters.

        And when I open my eyes,

        she melts away.

      

      

      The kingdom beat around me, and I was trapped within its heart. Pushed into the center by the spear dug painfully into my back. The soldiers spoke in their rough words and ignored my questions. I doubted they spoke my language.

      How did Radek learn it?

      They brought me to a square edged with golden lanterns and market stalls. Stands were stocked with fruits I’d never seen before—prickly green ones that smelled sweet even from afar. Flowers opened towards me as I was pulled past. A goblin girl not much older than Callie played a wide, short flute and danced across our path.

      All the while I was pushed forward, and my thoughts darted between fear and wonder. Foreboding and delight. Under what seemed like never-ending twilight, the kingdom danced and twirled as if dusk brought it to life.

      The time when the goblins came alive.

      They were breathtaking. So human-like. And not. With that same beauty as Radek. Eyes that flashed brilliantly. Darkness threaded with light.

      Some rumors had said they were ugly, but if that’s what others saw, I saw differently. I couldn’t guess who was right. I could only believe my own eyes. And the fluttering in my heart. A twining of emotions that expanded with each step. Simmering with the fear of what would happen. But also a loss—that I would leave this place. That I would return home to my desk and silent window. The snowflakes pressing mercilessly upon the glass. To a winter without fireflies.

      How could my life ever return to normal? It was as if I had stared too long into the sun. This place and Radek would forever be imprinted upon me. When I looked out my window into the night, I would see the bright spot where they had been.

      Mirabel was right. I had been destroyed.

      There was darkness here too. The missing children snatched from their families. I had come for them. Not Radek. And not myself.

      Radek had to listen to me. And if he didn’t, I would keep talking until he did. What else could I do? There was no way for me to fight against these black-armored soldiers.

      I was brought up the hill toward the castle. They stopped only when we reached a black gate to speak in hurried words to more soldiers. Then I was dragged up into the entrance of a golden hall built of archways tall enough for fully grown trees.

      Leaves sparkled in the lantern fires. Twisting hallways departed from the main room, leading in all directions. The kingdom, the castle—they were labyrinths set within a larger labyrinth.

      And perhaps the next layer was me. Another labyrinth tucked within. My mind was also twisting and turning. Hitting dead ends and searching for a way through.

      And Radek…

      His name crested my lips but didn’t spill over. How did he figure into my maze? Was he at the center of it? At the beginning? A dead end?

      Or perhaps he was trying to find his way through a labyrinth of his own.

      The soldier gripped my arm and turned down one of the hallways, pulling me away from the gilded entrance. Vines climbed up the walls, seeming to grow from nothing.

      The soldiers led me to a doorway and shoved me inside. I fell and my knees hit hard upon marbled stone.

      “Ouch,” I mumbled.

      A girl gasped. Small hands wrapped around my arm. I looked up into brown eyes. Human eyes. A child's.

      I stood, and she blinked up at me. A child of not more than eight or nine. A mass of raven hair and freckles. The girl who was stolen.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. Her voice was small, just above a whisper.

      I glanced around. Two boys sat at a table with books spread in front of them. They both gawked at me.

      “She’s old,” the youngest one breathed out. He glanced at his table companion, a slightly older boy who shook his head at the younger and stood.

      “He means you aren’t a child,” the older boy said.

      The young one nodded. “What do you have to be scared of?”

      “Scared?” I glanced behind me to where the soldiers had left me. The doorway was empty.

      Had they left us? I reached out for the girl’s hand and took it firmly in mine, bending down so that I was next to her.

      “Do you know where you are?” I asked, glancing back at the boys who were still staring at us.

      The girl nodded, her eyes growing wide. “Of course I know where we are. In the goblin’s kingdom. And you are the one from the globe.”

      “The globe?” I wasn’t sure what to make of her words, so I skipped over them to more urgent things. “Will the soldiers come back? Do you know where the king is?”

      The girl shrugged. “The king’s always everywhere. He has so much to do.”

      I glanced nervously at the door. What would the soldiers do when they came back? Would they try to keep us here?

      Maybe I could sneak the children out. The market had been so crowded, could we slip by unseen? It seemed unlikely, but we couldn’t just keep standing here waiting for the soldiers to return.

      “Come on,” I urged. They blinked at me before scurrying after, and we slipped down the twisting hallway.

      After another turn, when we were safely out of view of the room they had been in, I turned to the girl.

      “Do you know a way out of the castle?” I asked.

      Her forehead wrinkled. “Why? We have midnijor in a few minutes.” She squeezed my fingers. “Would you like to come? Because you are very pretty.” She nodded sagely, as if this was the most important news she had shared today.

      I leaned closer to her. “What’s midnijor?”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “Midnight supper, of course. In the great hall.”

      I inhaled, watching her. The boys stood behind her. All three of them were clean. Fed. Calm. Even after our sudden rush down the hallway.

      It didn’t make sense. “Do you remember being stolen?”

      “Stolen?” She tilted her head. “I don’t. But Sammy does.”

      Sammy nodded. “The king saved me, miss.”

      They were confused. Had Radek pretended to be some kind of hero?

      “We’re going to be late for midnijor.” Sammy pointed towards a door and turned toward the others. “Jestfault mejangu hirache.”

      My mouth dropped open. “What did you just say?”

      Sammy stepped away. “That we should go back.”

      “You speak their language?” I clasped onto the little girl’s hand, not willing to let her go.

      “Of course,” Sammy said. “The king taught me.”

      “The goblin king taught—”

      Shouts filled the hallway, ricocheting off the golden walls and tumbling towards me. Sharp goblin language. Heavy footfalls coming closer. Before I could turn, they rounded the corner. Black armor flashed under the lantern flames.

      I grabbed Sammy and the other children, pressing them behind me.

      A low voice rumbled, overlapping the other shouts even though it was quieter than them.

      Radek.

      The rumbling tenor of his words lit through me. Pushing out my breath and calling my fingers to tremble. He was close.

      So close.

      Then he was there. Standing before me.

      A goblin king. A long, dark robe flowed behind him. He wore the same black armor as the soldiers, but his was decorated with an intricate crest across the chestplate. His eyes flashed a fierce white as they landed on me. It’s no wonder that no one raised their voice to him. I had never seen a man more regal. More composed.

      And yet…

      The subtle downward curve of his lips. The almost imperceptible wrinkling of his forehead. I felt his emotion more than saw it. Rattling in my own hands. Surprise. Uncertainty. Confusion.

      Followed by desire. Hot and aching. But he trampled over it as quickly as it had risen. The goblin king closed himself off to me, and all that was left was hardness.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.

      A soldier stepped behind his shoulder and said something in his ear. But Radek only had to flash a look at him, and the goblin quieted.

      When the king looked back at me, his shoulders released slightly. “My guard reminded me that those who try to harm the human children are put to death.”

      “I’m not here to harm them.” I swallowed, holding the children behind me.

      Radek continued to stare at me. His jaw cut hard. His eyebrows drawn.

      “I want to take them home,” I said. “Back to their families.”

      “Why?” He stepped forward and the hem of his black robe swirled before falling slack.

      “Because that’s where they belong.”

      “Is it?” Another step forward. Another swirl of fabric.

      Another rapid beating of my heart. It doubled with each of his steps. A reminder of what I’d known from the moment he stood before me in Callie’s room.

      I was drawn towards him. And I had been for as long as I’d known his name. For as long as it ached to fall from my lips. I couldn’t explain it, but I knew it. Every step he took was confirmation.

      But the sharp edges in his face gave me no hope or respite.

      He stopped before me and the children. This close, I could see a crown of black vines woven through his hair. The changing colors of his eyes.

      “What if they do not wish to go home?” He spoke quieter, his gaze sliding over the children before coming back to me.

      “Because you confused them? Played tricks on them.”

      His eyebrows pulled together. “I was not the father who claimed to love them while beating them. Or the mother who tossed them out without a thought. They called to me. Asked me to help them.”

      I shook my head, trying to understand what he was saying. The world felt as it if kept shifting underneath my feet. Like rock that turned to sand.

      He let out a breath, his eyes narrowing on me. “My name gives me power over them. But I did not take it.”

      My mouth dropped open as I turned to look down at them. I fell to my knees before Sammy.

      “Is that true?” I asked him, tugging the child so that he was out of view of the king. “Do you wish to stay here?”

      “I like it here,” Sammy said. “It’s quiet when we sleep. And it’s colorful. You should see the banquet day. And we get to help the king.”

      “Oh, you should stay too!” The girl curtseyed and smiled.

      These were not unhappy children. They were fed. And educated. And…

      I turned back to Sammy. “You said you help the king. What did you mean?”

      “We teach him things,” Sammy said. “How to speak.”

      “Human language?”

      He nodded. “And your words. You are from the globe, right? You write those fancy words.”

      I shook my head, trying to puzzle it all together. What globe?

      “I didn’t know how to read,” the girl said. “So I taught the king how to dance.”

      “You taught the goblin king to dance?” I stood, my hands leaving the children to clasp in front of me, and slowly turned to face the severe glare of the goblin king.

      Everything I had known shattered into nothing.

      Everything I had assumed. Everything I thought. The stolen children. The dark kingdom.

      And his name. The danger held in its syllables.

      Radek stood powerful and silent. Behind him, down the hallway, were lines of soldiers in black armor. Every one of them waiting for his order as he stared at me.

      “You came for the children,” he said.

      “I did.” I clenched my fingers to keep them from trembling. His presence, his power—it surrounded me, breathed life into me. Had I come just for the children? It is what I had told Mirabel, and yet my heart was beating an uneven rhythm that hinted at a deeper truth.

      Radek stepped back. “I understand. It was foolish of me to think you had come for more.”

      “I…” My words trailed off. I was about to watch him turn and stroll down the golden hallway. Tears welled behind my eyes.

      But he didn’t seem them. He looked past me to the children. “It was noble of you to come for them. And they have always been free to go. As are you. If there is nothing else you want, you will be escorted home.”

      He turned sharply towards his soldiers, and I stretched out a hand to stop him. Stepping forward and brushing my fingertips against his armor.

      “My sister…” I said. “She was never in danger?”

      He glanced down at my hand on his arm, his forehead lined. And then he finally looked up at me. A slow, deliberate look as if each second was a decision.

      “No,” he finally said, his voice that soft rumble. A question in his lowered brows. “It wasn’t her who called to me. It wasn’t her who asked for help. It was you. And even though you are not a child, I couldn’t turn away from you. I’ve never been able to.”

      My fingers trembled, aching to follow the hard shell of his pauldron up to the curve of my letters over his neck. But I dropped my hand. Confusion pulled me in so many ways.

      “I made a choice once,” he continued. “Between a human girl and a kingdom.” He reached out suddenly and tucked my hair behind my ear with stiff fingers. But they relaxed as they traced the slope of my jaw.

      “There were things my father had taught me.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “About humans. About my mother. When I left the clearing, I discovered that she was human—that was not a lie.” His fingers smoothed over my chin, his thumb running across my bottom lip.

      “The only kind of human love I had seen was the love that hurt children,” he continued. “I didn’t know there was anything more. Not until you came here. And now I am faced with so many unknowns. Uncertainty. Something I have felt only a handful of times.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the line of waiting soldiers before turning back to me. “A king should not be uncertain. And he should not regret. As I do.”

      “Did your father teach you that as well?”

      A small smile curled up his lip. “Are you always going to question me in that tone?”

      I lifted my chin. “You pushed me into the labyrinth. I could have drowned in the river. Fallen in the endless tunnel. You opened me up and then yanked me from the clearing.” My voice rose as I continued. The anger that simmered before started to heat again. “You’ve shown me over and over that we live in different worlds.”

      My heart broke even as I said the words. If there was anything I had learned in the labyrinth, it was that there was so much distance between his world and mine.

      His smile fell, eyes darkening into a midnight blue as they appraised me. “Let me make the right choice this time.”

      Unease filled me. The reality we pressed up against was so stark and divided.

      I shook my head. “How can—”

      “Let me show you that we don’t exist in two different worlds.” He leaned down—so close that our lips almost touched. “I am the goblin king, after all. I can live in whatever world I want.”

      I stared up at him, my heart hammering in my throat. My hopes fluttered like snowflakes. They swirled around us, landing on our noses and lips. Pinpricks of hope.

      But ones that melted upon the heat of our skin. With the soldiers standing behind him. The golden kingdom. It was too much. If I stayed, would I ever see my family again? Ever see Callie? And what was I to become? The king’s mistress?

      There were too many unanswered questions.

      “What about my family?” I asked.

      Radek took my hands in his, a deep sigh filling his chest. “Perhaps with time…”

      Time. I let out a breath. “What will time do? I need better answers than that.” I was caught between two worlds.

      “Please, Laurel,” he said softly. “Give me time.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You have thirteen hours.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        With one softly spoken word,

        You bless a gift upon me.

      

      

      Fireflies danced delicately in the dim evening light, almost as if they were counting down the thirteen hours. They floated behind the smooth, cool glass that protected them. Flitted around the kingdom rendered so perfectly within the globe that sat at the edge of Radek’s desk. The children had called them snowflakes, but I only saw fireflies.

      I smiled at the bright little creatures, and they flickered and shimmered. I picked up my pen and continued my work. An ascender line for the “R”, rising up to a peak and arcing into a bowl. The tail with a downward swash. I completed the name before looking back at the globe. And the reflection in it.

      “The goblin king,” I whispered.

      “Yes, my love?” The soft roll of his voice filled the room and made me shiver. His hand warmed my shoulder before slipping to the nape of my neck and sending soft tingles over my skin.

      I looked up to see that brilliant gaze studying me and gave him a teasing smile. “Why are you sneaking up on me?”

      “I didn’t want to disturb you.” He was dressed in dark layers—a laurel of black flowers upon his head. Thirteen hours I had given him, and I’d hardly seen him since that time.

      Instead, I stayed with the children. We ate at midnijor and walked the castle grounds. I met humans who were my age—children that his father had “stolen.” They’d all chosen to live in the goblin kingdom.

      And I’d sat at this desk and stared into the globe. The children said the globe showed one’s heart, and the king saw me in it. They said the king would give them anything from his rooms without a thought—books, trinkets from all over the kingdom, even one of his laurels. The globe was the only thing he kept for himself.

      I saw Radek within the smooth glass—always moving and working. Out there, he was sharp and stern. But now his kindness and humor filled the room.

      “How did you know I was here?” he asked.

      “I saw your reflection in the globe.” My smile broadened. “And the fireflies all fluttered.”

      His laugh was low and soft. “I see. And what are you working on?”

      I sat back so he could see the scroll the children had given me. “It’s…” I paused, biting my lip. “I don’t know exactly what it is.”

      “It’s beautiful.” Radek leaned closer, his gaze tracing the mix of overlapping letters. Our names entwined. Mine in softer, fluid lettering. And Radek’s as he was—a bold flourish. But each as prominent as the other.

      It was not finished. And what was to become of it once it was? Much like me, it lingered without a home.

      I set my pen aside. “Your time is almost up.”

      “I’m aware.” His thumb smoothed a soft caress over my neck, the smell of licorice and night surrounding me.

      I let out a soft sigh, and the purple flared in his eyes—the only warning before his lips pressed against mine. His kiss deepened the moment I opened to him.

      He guided me up from the chair and pulled me against the hard lines of him with a tug on my hips. His tongue crested my lips, spreading his warmth through me. An eager heat that simmered and wanted and asked for more. It was a kiss that could never be forgotten.

      But also one that asked so many questions. What if he couldn’t show me what I needed? Would I leave at the end of our thirteen hours?

      When he broke the kiss, he nuzzled my ear and a growl of desire rose in his throat. “I would like nothing more than to disappear with you. But we are expected.”

      “We are?” I asked with surprise. My breath came in short gasps, pressing my breasts against his chest with each inhalation.

      “Yes.” He traced a finger down my neck and across my collarbone, but his eyes never left mine. “And I have something for you to wear.”

      He walked to the door with long strides and took a silver package from one of his guards. I stopped the nervous trembling of my fingers as he returned and set the package on the desk, carefully so as not to disturb the scroll that held our names.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I must see to preparations,” he said in a low rumble. With a soft kiss, he left before I could tug open the dark blue ribbon or get an answer to my questions.

      Inside the box was the dress of a queen. I stared at it in wonder and curiosity before slipping into it. Blue silky fabric hung in waves, curving over my hips and descending to the floor. The bodice glittered—made of beads and fresh flowers. The same purple ones that grew in the clearing.

      Less than an hour later, I stood in the hallway outside the great hall, smoothing down the fabric and preparing myself for whatever lay beyond the doors. His thirteen hours had ticked down to almost nothing. And I still wasn’t sure that I could stay with him. As lovely as this kingdom was, as deeply as I felt for Radek, I also missed my family. A goblin celebration wasn’t enough. I needed more.

      I reached for the door handle.

      “Laurel.” A familiar, bright voice darted down the hallway.

      I let out a gasp and ran toward her. Curls and a smiling face.

      “Callie?” I pulled her to me, wrapping her in my arms and squeezing with ferocity. Relief washed over me, but it was quickly tinged with worry. What was she doing here?

      Behind her, the hallway filled with familiar faces. My mother and father. They stared at me with wide, nervous eyes. My mother’s hair was pulled back severely, but she wore her favorite yellow dress. I rushed towards them, fell into their hug and murmurs of surprise, and felt Callie’s small hands hug me from behind.

      Tears formed in my eyes as I reluctantly released them. “What are you doing here?”

      “He, um… The king? He invited all of us.” Callie said unevenly, and I kneeled before her.

      “Invited?” I smoothed my hands over her curls to reassure her.

      She nodded. “To the celebration.”

      I sucked in a breath, turning toward the door. The celebration?

      “We were scared to go in.” Callie caught her bottom lip in her teeth. “And the man… I mean, the goblin told us we could wait here for you. That you would tell us what to do.”

      I hugged her again. “He won’t hurt you.”

      The truth of my words surprised even me. Radek wouldn’t hurt them.

      I took Callie’s hand and, with a nod at my mother, swallowed back my tears and pulled the doors open. I stepped into the great hall with Callie next to me. Lanterns hung from the high ceilings—thousands of them, casting a warm yellow glow on a room filled with goblins.

      A tremble of concerned words rose behind me, but I turned and smiled. I patted shoulders and gave reassurances. My parents and so many others from our village slowly walked into the room.

      I stood in the center—between human and goblin.

      Silence fell. Callie folded into my mother’s arms. My heart fluttered in a nonsensical rhythm as the goblin crowd parted for me. I glided through, towards the middle where Radek stood. Black hair spilling over his shoulders just as it had when we first met. Strong eyebrows. A wide jaw.

      But something about him was different too. There was a lightness to him. A happiness. It flashed in his eyes and rang in the ease of his gait as he extended a hand to pull me against him.

      “Laurel,” he whispered into my ear before kissing my cheek.

      I spun, looking at all the faces. Many of the humans still pensive. I didn’t blame them. But he had brought them here for me. To show me what our future could be.

      Our two worlds, melding into one.

      “A celebration,” I whispered.

      “Yes,” Radek said quietly.

      Tears brimmed in my eyes, and I didn’t try to hold them back. “I thought celebrations weren’t needed.”

      His lips turned up. “You seem to like pointing out when I am wrong.” He took my hands in his. “Look around. Look how much can change in thirteen hours. Think of what could change in a month. In a year.”

      I scanned the room. Faces both familiar and new. Filled with hope. And with doubt. So many emotions. Yet they stood together under the golden lanterns.

      “Do you see it? The possibility?” Radek squeezed my fingers before stepping back and falling to his knee.

      I nodded, unable to speak, and stared down at him with the tears still streaming down my cheeks.

      The Goblin King was on his knees before a human girl.

      Whispers filled the great hall. From the soldiers, the humans, the goblins, the children. But Radek didn’t seem to notice. Didn’t take his gaze from me.

      “Build this world with me.” His low voice carried through the room. “You’ve always had love. It exists in every letter you’ve written. Elegant, yet a strong, clear line. I was the one who failed to see it. But I see it now. I feel it. I revel in it. And I ask for it.”

      I let out a surprised sigh.

      “Be my love. My Laurel.” He squeezed my hand. “Will you stay? Stay and teach a goblin king how to love.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling the constant shift of goblins and humans around me. Radek held onto my hand. Then I pushed it all away. Everything that I had known and thought. And I asked the question again.

      Will I stay?

      It felt like a question that had been asked long ago. I’d serenaded him for my entire life. Every word written. Every invitation filled.

      Radek had forever been in the center of my labyrinth.

      And I did see the possibility. I was surrounded by it.

      I opened my eyes to find him still kneeling before me. Head high, shoulders back. Even on his knees, he was a king. I didn’t need to tell him I would stay—I only needed to speak one word.

      “Radek,” I whispered.

      A shiver went through me. Perhaps it was the power of his name. Or the power I felt in saying it. The gift of finally letting it fall from my lips. The dichotomy melted away.

      He stilled. Staring up at me with something like wonder on his face. Then in one strong movement, he stood and pulled me against him, and his eyes settled into a soft, warm blue the same color as my dress. A single kiss close to my ear, and then he clasped onto me, two reflections merging to one.

      His chest rose and fell against mine. I whispered his name again. Another shiver went through me, but it didn’t stop with the boundaries of my skin. My shiver ricocheted through him.

      A cheer erupted from the goblins. It was followed by another—from Callie and then my family. The silence broke, and music surged. Laughter echoed and the hall became alive around us. Dancers swirled like snowflakes. Lanterns swung like fireflies.

      And in the center, we held each other. A human girl and her goblin king.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      There’s a lot in life we can learn from computers. For a start, computers don’t judge. They don’t care if you're having a fat day, a bad-hair day or wardrobe-malfunction day. They just do as you tell them. At least, they do if you’re me, but then I’m a bit of a whizz in the programming department.

      The day I discovered computer programming was the day my life slotted into place, and if I was the mushy type, I’d say computers were my saviour. But when you grow up the Plain Jane misfit of the family, the girl ignored at school, you learn to lock down emotions pretty damn quick. I never had a mushy thought in my entire adult life.

      Until the day I met Hollywood superstar Jasper Swan, and married him in a spur-of-the-moment Vegas wedding.

      Which is how come I’m about to take my first trip down the Red Carpet. We’re attending a fund raising event for disadvantaged children, organised by one of Jasper’s movie star acquaintances. I’m beyond terrified, completely out of my depth and would give anything to be nose-deep in binary interface instead. Being the focus of attention doesn’t usually go well for me.

      ‘You look transformed,’ says Dominic, Jasper’s agent.

      He's lounging in an armchair across the room and sipping whiskey while I stand in front of a free-standing mirror. We’re in one of the Savoy Hotel’s top suites, with fabulous views across the Thames. I turn sideways to study my reflection in the hope the outfit will look better from a different angle.

      It doesn’t.

      Picture a black-tie event in outer space, and you won’t be too far off the mark. I’m wearing what can only be described as a quilted space blanket tailored into a long, fish-tail skirt. The top is navy with silver flecks, and a low neckline, which is good because my breasts are my best feature. But the girls are totally obscured by the long-sleeved shrug made from the same stifling-hot, space blanket material.

      I try to think of something positive to say. Dominic maybe not be one of my favourite people, but this outfit is a one-off and he went to a lot of trouble to get it.

      ‘I don’t look like me,’ I manage, finally.

      Dominic looks me up and down over his glass. Like Jasper, he’s London born, but they’ve both spent half their lives in Beverley Hills. Only Jasper still speaks like a Brit, while Dominic has a strong transatlantic drawl. He’s also what I call ‘sharp,’ and not in a good way; he wears sharp suits, pointy shoes and his dark hair tied back into a man bun. His nose and chin are also pointed, as is his manner. You’d trust him about as much as a sleazy used-car salesman. Except Dominic is Jasper’s friend as well as his agent, so I’m stuck.

      ‘I know,’ he drawls with one of his sycophantic smiles. ‘Amazing, isn’t it?’

      My shoulders protrude from my body and look twice their normal size. I poke a finger into the spongy material and it bounces back up again. ‘Unbelievable,’ I say.

      ‘It’s a Dorian Silver creation. It went down a storm on the Paris catwalk event for “Fuller Figures”.’ He even does the air quotes. ‘Everyone wanted one and I got it.’

      I clench my fists so I don’t throttle him. I promised myself I’d make a concerted effort to get on better with the guy. But plus size? Seriously? I may need to lose half a stone - okay, possibly three-quarters, so not exactly beefy. Jasper says I’m voluptuous and his is the opinion that counts.

      ‘I can die happy,’ I murmur.

      ‘I know.’ He grins, oblivious to my sarcasm. Dominic’s skin is thicker than this dress. ‘Futuristic fashion is so in right now.’

      A few details you need to know about Jasper and me. We’ve only been together for twenty-five days and he’s spent the last week filming in deepest, darkest Bolivia. He returns tonight, and booked this suite so we can spend some quality time together. He’s thoughtful like that, so you can understand why I’m anxious to look my best.

      All marriages need work, but ours more than most. We’ve known each other such little time, the glue holding us together is barely a translucent thread that hasn’t had a chance to dry. I want more adhesion. Industrial strength bonding. The kind couples usually get over shared time and experiences. I still don’t understand why he chose me when he could have married a catwalk supermodel.

      In computing, there’s this thing called glue code I use to link different operating systems together. Like I said, people can learn a lot from computers, so I’ve come up with a plan I like to call, Operation Glue.

      I’m on a mission to accelerate the bonding process with my husband. I will be the perfect Hollywood Wife at tonight’s Red Carpet. I will make an effort to get along better with Dominic – even though he barged into my suite using his own key card not five minutes ago. The man doesn’t understand the meaning of the word boundaries.

      It also means lots of sex. Naturally, this part of the plan won’t be a hardship. Except my mission is failing before it’s begun. I press down on the padded shoulders again, this time with my whole hand. The outfit doesn’t exactly say ‘rip my clothes off’ – well it does, but not for the right reasons.

      I glance over at Dominic, still in the chair, throwing back the last of his whiskey. ‘Isn’t this outfit a bit flashy for a charity fund-raiser? Flaunting wealth seems wrong when we’re trying to raise money for the less fortunate.’

      Personally, I’d rather give an anonymous donation, but according to Dominic, superstars need publicity like the rest of us need air.

      ‘A red carpet is a red carpet, Evie,’ he says, ‘and you’re part of the Jasper Swan brand now. What you wear reflects on your husband. As Mrs Jasper Swan you need a dress that makes a statement.’

      I stiffen. I’ve spent most of my life being invisible to those around me, and worked damned hard at my career to make a name for myself and earn respect. I have more money in the bank than I ever imagined, almost enough to buy a forty-nine percent share of my company. When Jake, the current CEO retires, I want to buy him out too. I’ll be sole owner and CEO of Broadcast Softwear; a little ‘eff you’ to all the people who've made fun of me over the years. I may be married to the man of my dreams, but give up my name and identity? Hell no.

      I stalk over to the wet bar, except the skirt makes it more of a mini-stalk , and pour my own whiskey. ‘I’m a person in my own right, Dominic. I have my own career to consider and won’t be taking Jasper’s name. I’m still Eve Mallard.’

      ‘Whatever,’ he says dismissively, and checks his watch. ‘Hair and makeup will be here soon. First a few pointers about tonight.’ He nods at my hand. ‘Remember to take off your ring and don’t let slip you’re married.’

      I lift the glass to my lips and stare down at my wedding band. Dominic wants to make the announcement about our marriage when it will maximise publicity for Jasper. The logical computer programmer in me understands. At the same time, I can’t block out the insidious voice asking if it’s because I’m not good enough for him.

      ‘How much longer do we have to keep it secret? I’m having lunch with my parents next week.’

      He shakes his head. ‘Tell nobody. That’s how secrets get out. If Jasper secures this deal tonight, we’ll see.’

      I swallow down the whiskey. ‘What deal?’

      ‘I’ve set up a meet with a producer. We’re seeing him an hour before the main event.’ He grimaces. ‘Jasper rang to say he wants you there, too.’

      My heart flutters in a way I’ve become familiar with over the last few weeks. There’s also an underlying nausea. I love Jasper so much, I’m stupid with it. Every day I have to pinch myself to believe it’s true. Every day I have this gut-wrenching fear it isn’t.

      ‘Jasper rang?’ I ask.

      ‘Of course.’ Dominic leaves his chair and joins me at the bar to help himself to more whiskey.

      I shuffle over to the coffee table, reach for my phone and scroll through my messages. Nothing. Mobile phone coverage is patchy in the Bolivian rain forest, and Jasper and I haven’t spoken for three days. I squash down the hurt he didn’t ring the minute his plane landed. In the twenty-five days we’ve known each other, it’s clear he has people making impossible demands on his time from every direction; the media, his family, his agent, producer, and I don’t want to add to it.

      Wives are meant to be supportive of their husbands, and vice versa. Jasper’s been totally supportive of my work commitments. He didn’t even blink when I said I couldn’t go to Bolivia with him. He understands I’m working flat out to save every penny to ensure I get that partnership.

      ‘Does this mean we aren’t actually doing the Red Carpet?’

      ‘We’re still going to a Red Carpet event, just not the carpet part. Jasper thought you’d be more comfortable away from the press.’

      He’s right. Except that stupid, insecure voice in my head now asks if it’s because he doesn’t want to be seen with me. If he’s planning our divorce already.

      ‘Excuse me.’ I head out through the bedroom into the en-suite bathroom. Behind the locked door I ring Jasper’s number. It goes to voice mail, but I listen to his recorded message just to hear his voice.

      Oh hell. I’ve become that girl.

      I end the call and stare at myself in the mirror. When it comes to the all-controlling Dominic, I need to set the right precedent and take a stand before it’s too late, starting with this dress. I peel off the shrug. It sticks to my skin like I’ve been vacuum packed into it, so I tug harder and hear a rip.

      I groan. Terrific. I’ve sabotaged an outfit worth thousands of pounds. Without the shrug the outfit is bottom heavy and there’s no time to change. Inspiration strikes. It’s torn at the shoulder seam, but the edges are neat and it’s fixable. I grab my nail scissors and unpick both sleeves. I’m left with a short, padded, silver waistcoat that doesn’t look too bad. With the sleeves removed, my shoulders are back to their normal size and the top balances out the skirt.

      'Evie,' Dominic hollers through the door. ‘Hair and make-up are here.'

      I open the door to find Dominic standing in the bedroom. Mine and Jasper’s bedroom. It seems when you enter the celeb world you check your privacy at the door. Then his eyes bug out as he spots the waistcoat.

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I was going to die of heat, Dominic, and besides the thing ripped. You should ask for your money back.’

      He rolls his eyes, pacing round the room like he owns it.

      I bristle inside. ‘And can you not enter my bedroom uninvited? In fact, no more using a key card when you want to visit. You can knock like everyone else. This is my personal space.’

      ‘Actually, Babe, that's where you’re wrong. This is a Red Carpet night. That makes it another day at the office for Jasper, and when he’s working I have access twenty-four seven.’

      ‘That was before. Jasper’s married now, and we want our privacy.’

      He closes the gap so we’re almost toe to toe. ‘You and I should have had this chat before but let me educate you about a few things. You may be some bigwig in Computer Land, but this is Hollywood. You have no status here. Allow me to do my job or Jasper will have something to say about it. Remember, I’ve been with him a long time and his world would fall apart without me. So, if it comes down to a choice between you and me…’

      He lets the words hang and I swallow down a bout of nausea. I’m delusional if I think all Jasper and I need is time together to make our marriage last. There are far bigger forces at work; like Jasper’s job that takes him all over the world, like the pressure of being in the public eye.

      But most of all there’s Dominic. He is the solvent to my glue and I need to find a way to downgrade his influence in our lives.

      Dominic looks me up and down, scowling. ‘That outfit was only on loan so the designer can get free publicity in return.’ He takes a breath. ‘But it’s okay. We’ll just have to buy it. It’s not like you can’t afford to, Evie, and it’s tax deductible.’

      ‘It’s Eve,’ I hiss between gritted teeth.

      He presses his lips together. ‘Actually, we’re going to promote you as Evie. It gives you a softer touch.’

      ‘I’m not a promotional tool, Dominic.’ With my chin held high, I shuffle to the door. ‘And I’ll be instructing hotel reception to de-activate your key card.’

      Back into the sitting room, a lovely lady called Sharon attacks my hair. It’s on the reddish/ginger side and prone to frizz, so she has her work cut out for her. I close my eyes, trying not to think what it says about me that I’ve allowed people like Dominic into my life. I try even harder to ignore what it says about Jasper.

      I’ve put it off long enough, like twenty-four days too long, because I’m terrified of the outcome. I have to talk to Jasper about Dominic.
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      Two hours later, I’m standing on the sixty-ninth floor of The Shard, a pyramid glass tower and the highest building in the UK. The views over London are breath-taking, but I barely take time to look because I’m on a mission to find my husband.

      I glance at my reflection in the glass. On Dominic’s instruction, around a hundred layers of foundation were applied to my face to hide my freckles. I’d have punched him, except he isn’t worth the criminal record. I scrubbed off all but one thin layer; the fake eyelashes have gone too. Unbelievably, the skirt doesn’t look too bad now either. It’s giving me an hour-glass figure and I look as good as it’s ever going to get.

      Dominic reminded me once again not to mention the marriage. He also wanted me to wait on the next floor up while he ‘set things up’ - whatever that means. But sod that. I want to see my husband.

      The caterers have finished setting up, and the place is deserted as the main event doesn’t start for over an hour. The floor wraps around the entrance hall in the middle and I walk nearly all the way round, passing rows of high bar tables and chairs, before I find Jasper.

      He’s sat on one of the chairs, leaning his head against the wall behind him, eyes closed. He’s wearing a tuxedo and his dark auburn hair flops onto his forehead. Day-old stubble covers his square jaw, while his eyes are smudged with dark shadows. Even exhausted, he’s totally yum.

      I swear my heart sighs and I tell it to be quiet. It might as well say ‘break me now’. I approach on tiptoe, reluctant to wake him, and feel unaccountably shy. Ridiculous really, given that we slept together the first night we met - no holds barred, sheet clawing sex. Something I’ve never done before in my life, but the pull was so strong.

      Like it is now, like I’m beckoned to his side by our very own gravitational force.

      I touch his arm. Even through the suit jacket I can feel his heat. His eyes fly open; dark grey eyes with silver flecks that haunt my dreams. I smile instinctively. In fact, it’s probably more of a goofy grin. ‘Hi,’ I breathe.

      A series of expressions crosses his face; confusion, maybe even annoyance, and for several long seconds I think he really doesn’t want me there. Then his gaze drops to my mouth and he smiles back.

      ‘Hi,’ he rumbles in a sleep-roughened voice.

      No surprise Jasper gets lots of voice-over work. He has one of those rich baritone voices that screams testosterone. I want to fling my arms around his neck and kiss him into oblivion, tell him I’ve missed him, but that feels altogether too needy and I learned not to be needy by the time I was six. There has to be a way of loving a person that doesn’t mean the complete abandonment of self.

      'Are you okay?' I ask.

      He looks into my eyes, searching my face as though seeing me for the first time. 'You know, no-one ever thinks to ask me that.'

      ‘Maybe because you hang around with the wrong people.’

      ‘Like who?’ he asks, frowning.

      I chew on my lip. Now it comes to the crunch, complaining about Dominic feels like telling tales, and is unlikely to help with the old gluing situation. But Dominic has really over-stepped the mark and just thinking about him has me all riled up.

      ‘Dominic has a key to our hotel room and lets himself in.’

      He blinks. ‘Ah. He’s used to having me to himself. He’s probably having trouble adjusting.’

      ‘So it’s normal for him to have access to your room?’

      He sits up taller on the chair. ‘I’ve had an agent since I was eight years old. Before Dominic, it was his dad and he always had a key. It’s all I’ve ever known. But I’ll have a word.’

      I deflate a little inside. We come from such different worlds. ‘The point is, you shouldn’t have to tell him. He should understand there are boundaries that you don’t cross.’

      I glare at the window and the city stretching out to infinity in an attempt to get a hold of my anger. I’m supposed to be consolidating our relationship, not driving a wedge into it.

      ‘Come here,’ he growls. His voice is deep, edgy, seductive.

      My head jerks round. ‘What?’

      ‘You and me. That’s all that matters.’

      His arm loops round my waist, he yanks me to his side and his lips slam down on mine. There’s no slow build up. It’s zero to oblivion in 0.5 seconds and I totally forget I’m angry. I forget about Dominic, I forget I want to talk. In these situations, talking is overrated and what form of bonding is better than a kiss?

      He tastes of coffee and all things sweet. I slip my hands under his jacket, the heat of his skin burning my fingers through the thin cotton of his shirt. His hand cups the back of my neck, holding my head in place. His touch is possessing and thrilling, and I could live this way forever.

      Except, of course, nothing lasts forever, and he slows the kiss to gentle brushes across my lips. ‘Thought I’d imagined that kiss,’ he mutters almost to himself. ‘It’s every bit as good as I remembered.’

      My heart jumps with hope. ‘Does that mean you missed me?’

      The needy words tumble out of my mouth without permission. I groan and face-plant into his shoulder. Men hate questions like that. Hell, even I hate questions like that.

      ‘Forget I said anything,’ I mumble into the material of his jacket. He smells of clean-soap and I resist the temptation to sniff. ‘You haven’t known me long enough to miss me.’

      ‘Hey.’ His fingers slide under my jaw and force me to look up. His eyes glitter silver and grey with tiny flecks of black. The colour is amazing and part of what made him a heartthrob by the age of sixteen. ‘You’re my wife. You can ask me what you like.’ He cocks his head. ‘If that kiss didn’t feel like I missed you then I was doing it wrong.’

      I smile, and the knot in my stomach unwinds. Jasper has always had the ability to put me at ease with both him and myself, but if I don’t get a grip on my insecurities then Operation Glue will dissolve before my eyes. ‘It was a perfect kiss,’ I assure him.

      ‘Good.’ His hand drops to my hip and stills. I realise his fingers have just encountered the space blanket. He looks me up and down and his lips twitch. ‘What are you wearing?’

      I jut out my chin. ‘Futuristic fashion is very in right now.’ I’m starting to feel protective towards my skirt. I sway my hips and the skirt swings like one of those hoop petticoats. ‘At least that’s what Dominic says.’

      ‘Dominic chose that?’

      ‘You think I would?’

      His mouth slants up into a half smile that I tell myself holds affection. ‘It hasn’t got a hoodie, so no.’

      He's right. I live in hoodies. I even got married in one. Our wedding wasn’t exactly planned; we were driving down the Vegas Strip, passing one wedding chapel after another and the next thing I know, Jasper has pulled into a drive-thru wedding venue. Yes, drive-thru weddings are a thing. I didn’t even leave the car.

      ‘This outfit would totally rock with a matching space blanket hoodie on the back,’ I tell him.

      He throws back his head and laughs. For some reason I’m fascinated by the way his throat moves.

      ‘I thought he’d have picked something more conservative,’ Jasper says.

      ‘He said you wanted me to wear something eye-catching.'

      'I said you should wear what you want.'

      ‘Oh.’ My lips form the word, but no sound comes out. I should have realised Jasper wouldn’t try to dictate what I wear. I need to trust him more. Jasper has been kind and considerate from the moment we met. Mr Perfect.

      ‘Could you maybe just have one flaw?’

      His entire face falls. A full-on collapse, each muscle dropping like a tumbling house of cards. ‘Babe, you have no idea. Please don’t put me on a pedestal.’ He grips my hand. ‘That spot’s yours.’

      I’m pure goo inside. Nobody’s ever said anything like that to me before. But then he sighs. ‘Actually, that might be a line from one of my scripts. So there you go. Flaw number one. I’ve been part of the Hollywood machine for so long I don’t know the difference between fairy tale and reality.’

      I’m trying really hard not to run every compliment he’s ever given me through my head. It’s the sentiment that matters. Doubt must be written all over my face because he grasps my hand and kisses my knuckles. ‘Hey. Just because I’m not original enough to come up with a line of my own doesn’t mean it’s not how I feel.’

      His eyes blaze with sincerity, and all I can think is that he’s an actor. Like Kelly Briggs from school who pretended to be my friend in private to get help with her homework, only to make fun of me in public with the rest of her friends. But I have nothing he could want from me in that way. I have to stop questioning his motives.

      I glance out at the view; the Thames snaking through the city, St Paul's Cathedral lighting up as evening falls. London is the place I live and work, yet I’ve never really appreciated its beauty before. Or course, I could have come here at any time over the years to see the view. But I haven’t. It took meeting Jasper.

      My life is changing in so many thrilling ways, but it all feels so ephemeral and fleeting, like reaching out to touch a bubble that pops before your eyes. I thought I’d discovered my niche when I found my job, but realise now there's more. I'm a better person with Jasper, or at least I could be.

      ‘We hardly know each other. There are so many things to talk about,’ I say.

      He nods. Case in point. I don't even have to explain the shift in conversation. He always 'gets' me. ‘I know.'

      ‘About Dominic…’ I begin.

      But he presses a finger to my lips. ‘Not now. Karl will be here any minute.’

      ‘Karl?’

      ‘Karl Lieberman. Producer. He got an Oscar nomination last year, so if I get a part in his next movie, it’s a big deal.’

      I throw up my hands and pace round the floor. ‘See, this is what I mean. I know nothing about your life. How big a deal is it? I thought you could get any part you wanted.’

      His mouth twists into a wry smile. ‘I haven’t had the lead in three movies. Karl is offering me the main part, with certain provisos, so, yeah, it’s big.’

      Another thought occurs. ‘We’re not here to support the charity?’

      Two spots of pink appear on his cheeks. ‘This is one of the charities close to my heart, although Dominic thought it would look good if…’ his voice trails off. ‘I guess we just uncovered flaw number two.’

      Yeah, although probably not the flaw he thinks it is. Jasper’s biggest flaw is Dominic. ‘Our worlds are miles apart, Jasper. We’re two different species. You’re a Swan and I’m a Mallard.’

      ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘But swans and mallards swim in the same pond. We just have a lot to learn about each other. Your work. My work. Your family.’ He scrubs his face, his skin pale, eyelids heavy. ‘I haven’t slept in thirty-eight hours. Let’s get tonight over with then we can spend the whole weekend talking.’

      My stomach twists on his behalf. He looks done in, and the reason we haven’t talked much before is partly my fault. Jasper tried before he left for Bolivia, but I was too chicken and distracted him with sex. For the record, mind-blowing sex. Neither of us could utter a syllable at the end of it. And there’s too much at stake to be having this conversation while one of us is practically comatose.

      ‘Why don’t we play hooky? Go back to the hotel, turn off our phones and nobody will know where we are. We can always give a donation.’

      He sighs and his shoulders lift with the effort of it. ‘Tempting. You’ve no idea how much.’ He pulls me to him and rests his forehead against mine. ‘Karl flies back to LA tomorrow and I don’t want to miss my shot.’

      I have career goals of my own, so I understand. ‘How long’s it going to take? I have a presentation to give tomorrow, so can’t stay late.’

      ‘Of course. I wouldn’t want you to neglect your own work.’

      He leans back against the wall and his eyes close. I actually think he’s asleep. There's no way he can talk to some hot-shot producer in this state. I gently nudge his arm and his eyes fly open. ‘What?’

      ‘There’s a chaise longue in the ladies. Why don’t you go in there for a nap? There’s no one else around yet and I can stand guard.’

      He looks me up and down, all five foot three inches of me, and his lips slant upwards. ‘You’ll be my guard, huh?’

      I draw myself up taller. ‘Of course. You think I can’t?’

      He slides off the chair. ‘I know you can. The question is, who guards you?

      I shrug. Nobody. I guard myself. My sister and brother have both modelled since they were babies, and our whole family life revolved around their wants and needs. My childhood consisted of hanging around studios while they went to auditions or photo shoots, or watching agents and photographers telling them how good they looked while I played on some hand-held computer game in the corner, unnoticed.

      ‘I can look after myself,’ I say.

      ‘I know that, but you shouldn’t have to.’ He looks across to the window and the sun sinking lower over the city. He blinks hard, like he’s trying to shake off his jetlag.

      ‘This way.’ I grab his hand, dragging him towards the ladies’ room. He follows without protest, which tells me how tired he is. ‘You need to lie down.’

      His eyes spark with amusement. ‘What is it with you wanting to get me horizontal?’

      I blush. Jasper has slowed his long, steady stride to match my itsy-bitsy ones. It’s impossible to walk sexy in a skirt this tight, and before Jasper I wouldn’t have even cared how I walk. I curse this skirt for not being more alluring because I can guess what he’s thinking; apart from the first time, I’ve initiated all sex between us and Jasper seems to find it a turn on. I’m no Bimbo Barbie, but have no qualms about using sex to keep him interested.

      ‘I’m wearing honeymoon underwear,' I whisper.

      ‘Honeymoon underwear.’ His pupils dilate, and his lips move, but no sound comes out.

      I lick my lips and my gaze drops to his mouth. ‘And our suite has got a very big bed.’

      We’ve reached the inner lobby where the elevators run up and down the centre of the building. Jasper uses my hand to swing me around and the next thing I know my back is against the glass wall with Jasper’s hard, firm body is flush against mine - and he’s hard in all the right places. My breath quickens and I tingle head to toe.

      ‘You can’t tell me something like that when I’m not in a position to do anything about it.' He grinds into me and I feel him even through the skirt. My skin is hot all over, need pools low down in my abdomen and the air smoulders between us.

      Although I have doubts, I just have to remember bodies can’t lie - at least not like this. It’s raw, it’s real, it’s right. He runs his hand possessively over my hips and suddenly I’m back to hating the skirt. I can’t feel him nearly enough. His fingers trace the seam of the material and he pulls back to look me up and down, brow knitted in an expression of pure frustrated male.

      ‘I think I know why Dominic chose this skirt,” he growls. ‘It’s a chastity belt. He knows I can’t keep my hands off you and wants me to focus on the job.’

      ‘You can’t keep your hands off me?’ My voice comes out kind of breathless.

      He throws me a don’t-be-stupid look. ‘I believe you were present each and every time I’ve had my hands on you?’

      His eyebrows are raised, and his lips twist into the merest hint of a secretive smile. It’s the exact same picture I’ve seen on all his PR photos. Like one of those movie close-ups when he's just about to get the girl. I can’t help wondering if acting is second nature to him. ‘Why me?’ I blurt. ‘What do you even see in me?’

      I want to claw back the words and bury them deep inside a nuclear bunker. Mortified, I stare resolutely at my sparkly shoes. I haven’t allowed myself to appear so vulnerable since Kylie Stewart didn’t invite me to her cat-walk model party when I was fourteen. She worried I’d feel “wanting” in the looks department. All the same, I still felt sorry for her when she didn’t make the grade for Beauty School.

      Jasper’s finger tips up my chin and forces me to look at him. My skin sizzles at the point of contact. ‘How can you even say that? I mean look at you.’

      ‘I look at myself every day in the mirror. I know what I am. I see the difference between me and the other women you’ve…’ my voice trails away.

      ‘You think beauty is only about looks?’ He draws back a little. ‘Is that why you’re with me? Because my face is plastered all over the latest celeb magazines?’

      ‘Of course not,’ I snap.

      He gives a slow nod. ‘Well, then.’

      It didn’t occur to me he could be insecure too. His entire body shimmers with it. ‘If anything,’ I say, ‘a selfish part of me wishes you weren’t an actor at all. Our lives will never be our own.’

      He rests his forehead against mine. ‘I understand. But acting is all I know, and for all the hassle that comes with the territory, I love it.’

      I nod against his head. I understand, and would never ask him to give up what he loves. It would be like asking me to give up computers. But acting will always be a part of him I can’t have, a part Dominic has full access too and that bothers me most of all.

      A male voice drifts up from the floor below, followed by steps on the stairs. We both stiffen. The man himself has arrived.

      'Dominic has impeccable timing,' Jasper says.

      I raise an eyebrow. ‘Imagine if this was our suite and he wandered in unannounced?’

      He nods. ‘Point taken. I’ll have a firm word.’

      For a man with rhinoceros skin, I’m not sure a firm word will be enough. It’s selfish, I know, but I can’t help wanting Dominic gone altogether.

      The footsteps get louder. 'Quick.' I grab his hand and drag him to the ladies.

      He pushes the door, but it doesn't budge. 'Locked,' he says.

      ‘A woman was cleaning inside when I arrived,” I say. My fingers fly over the keypad. ‘I saw her key in a code and when the door opened, I could see all the way inside to the chaise longue. I have one of those memories.’

      I push open the door. Jasper's jaw drops. 'Did you really just do that?'

      I shrug, and know my smile is more of a smirk. Jasper is looking at me with pure admiration and I feel invincible. Dominic's voice becomes louder. There's someone with him. Jasper glances over to the stair well, torn.

      I push him through the door. 'Go. You need rest. I won’t let anyone get to you.’

      The words come out more fiercely than I intended, but that’s how I feel. Fiercely protective of him.

      He smiles and cups my jaw. ‘Nobody does stuff like this for me.’

      'Then get used to it.'

      He bites his lip. Every time he shows a glimpse of vulnerability, I fall a little harder. 'I want this marriage to work,' he says, 'but you need to have faith. Can you do that for me?'

      His expression is so earnest and sincere, I nod. I've never had faith in my life and it's time I tried. 'I will,' I say.

      'I do,' he responds, in an echo of our marriage vows.

      He brushes a kiss against my lips, the door swings shut and he's gone.
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      Dominic is approaching the top of the stairs. I shuffle back out to the viewing area and hoist myself up onto one of the high bar chairs by the window. He enters the lobby area with another man who's dressed head to toe in black, including his shirt. The only colour comes from his shock of white hair. And – somebody shoot me please – in true Hollywood style he's wearing sunglasses indoors.

      Dominic sees me through the glass, but doesn't acknowledge me; he’s too busy talking. So I turn my back on them to take in the view. The sky has turned a glorious shade of blood-red orange. One by one the city lights are popping into neon life and I'm reminded of Vegas. I fell in love with that city. I loved its vibrancy, brashness, its ability to go totally over the top and not give a damn. It was the secret me I always wanted to be.

      I was there for a computer conference. Jasper for a press junket. I like to think it was a meeting of minds, but there was a fair amount of alcohol involved. We met at the blackjack table. I’m pretty good because I have a natural ability to count cards. It’s part of how I plan to finance the buy-in for my company. The casinos, of course don’t like card counters, so I only ever play a couple of hands at a time.

      I noticed him, not because he was The Jasper Swan, but because he’d been losing steadily all night. He'd sat there all commanding and outwardly at ease, smiling benignly at his fellow players, the croupier, the small crowd gathered to watch. He had an aura of calmness, confidence and charm that made it impossible to look away. Yet, sat right next to him, I could feel the infinitesimal drop of his shoulders that came with each loss. That whisper of vulnerability pulled me to him more than the Hollywood razzamatazz ever could.

      I was leaving when I happened to spot his hand. A five and a six. I knew a ten was due any turn of the card, which would give him the all-important twenty-one. The next card on the table was the three of hearts and I don't know what came over me. Maybe it was the said vulnerability, or annoyance that someone like me comes along with enough know-how to beat the casinos at their own game, and then they get thrown out for their trouble. Then there was my pride - the satisfaction that Little Ole Me had something to offer a Hollywood superstar who, on the face of it, had everything.

      And let's not forget that after three cosmos, I was two sheets to the wind. So I sidled up to him and whispered into his ear, the way I'd seen other women do. ‘Why don’t you let me bring you luck?’

      He'd turned those grey eyes on me. His mouth kicked up into that famous secretive smile. He wasn't stupid. He'd watched me win all night and knew what I was offering. To the rest of the table, I just looked like another sad and hopeful woman trying my luck with a man so far out of my league we were in separate solar systems.

      He won his next hand. And several after that. The croupier caught on to me far quicker than I expected. Jasper had barely recovered his loses when we were asked to leave. We slunk off to a bar, laughing ourselves silly.

      'Why did you help me?' he asked.

      'Why wouldn't I?' I'd responded, not really understanding the question. It was like no-one had never done anything for him before and not expected anything in return.

      Now, gazing at the bright lights winking on in the buildings, I wonder if that's why he slept with me. But that doesn't explain the wedding. Nothing does.

      Footsteps approach. 'Evie, let me introduce you to Karl,' Dominic says in his super-snakey voice. 'Karl, this is Jasper's lady du jour.'

      I slide off the stool and stand tall. For all its faults, the skirt gives me that Marilyn Munroe, hour-glass figure. The make-up artist dyed my eyebrows and lashes black - the only thing I’m going to keep because it makes my blue eyes pop. My hair is in a sophisticated updo and thanks to Jasper’s kisses my lips are pouting and swollen. I may not be a beauty, but I can see my reflection in the glass and know I look poised.

      'Mr Lieberman,' I say, to show Dominic I know who Karl is and why he's here.

      The gesture is lost on Karl, but Dominic meets my gaze. I try to channel Jasper's secretive smile, that classic poker bluff when you try to pretend you hold better cards than you do.

      Here’s something I’ve learned in the past few weeks. You don’t have to be vocal about sticking up for yourself. Mostly it’s a state of mind and knowing which battles to fight. Dominic might think he’s lording it over me. I know he’s not. At least, not any more. There’ll be no more free access to mine or Jasper’s rooms. In fact, if he wants Jasper he’s going to have to come through me first, and right now I know where Jasper is and he doesn’t. Somehow, over the last hour I've found my Vegas state of mind. I'm bold, I'm brazen and ready to kick Dominic-arse.

      Karl takes my hand and air kisses it. ‘A pleasure to meet you, Evie.’

      They join me at the table. We’re right up close to the floor-to-ceiling glass window, not the place to sit if you have vertigo as the ground seems to fall away from under us to the city below.

      Out of nowhere, a waiter arrives with champagne. I happen to know they’re not due to start serving for another twenty minutes, but I guess that’s irrelevant when you’re Karl Lieberman.

      ‘Evie writes software for film production,’ Dominic says.

      He makes it sound like I’m part of the well-oiled Hollywood machine, and Karl’s eyes light up. ‘Eve Mallard of Broadcast Software?’

      I blink, flattered he’s heard of me. ‘Yes, that’s right. We sell mostly to TV production companies and advertising agencies.’

      But we do so successfully and make a fair whack, mostly because my software is that damned good.

      ‘I’ll leave you to talk shop while I find Jasper,’ Dominic says and strides off.

      I watch him leave, and bite my lip. I don’t think he’ll check the ladies, but Dominic isn’t exactly known for respecting boundaries.

      ‘This is a great city,’ Karl is saying.

      He’s drinking in the view and I nod, racking my brains on how I can use these few moments to put in a good word for Jasper. ‘It’s the best. Will you be filming here?’

      ‘That’s the plan. Tax breaks are good here at the moment.’

      The film is about artificial intelligence and called Immersion. He tells me about the ground-breaking CGI and special effects they’ll be using. Given my area of computer expertise, I’m able to contribute to the conversation and be impressed with what he’s trying to do.

      ‘What do you think?’ he asks. ‘Interested?’

      ‘Sounds amazing. Is there a role for Jasper?’

      He laughs. ‘Of course. He’s got the lead as long as we can sort out the finances.’

      I smile and sip my champagne. I know Hollywood finances are complicated, but this man had an Oscar nomination so must know what he’s doing. I think Jasper has just landed his biggest role ever and I’m giddy with happiness for him.

      ‘So let’s talk terms.’ Karl swipes his tablet to bring up a spread‐ sheet. ‘What kind of investment can I put you down for? One, two? Three would be better.’

      I’m not sure what he’s talking about. ‘Three what?’

      ‘Dollars, not pounds.’

      ‘You want three dollars?’ I’m totally confused.

      He bursts out laughing. ‘Got to love the British humour. I understand three million is small for you, and as Jasper’s taking the lead role I’ll give you an option up to ten, with the equivalent return, of course.’

      My jaw wants to hit the floor. ‘You want me to invest ten million?’

      He finally latches on to the disbelief in my voice and holds up his hands. ‘Or three. The choice is yours. Most people want to invest more, not less.’

      I can’t see his eyes because of the glasses, but everything about him appears sincere. His hands rest loosely on the table, his mouth is lax. No outward signs of tension to suggest this is a scam.

      I’m completely taken aback, but maybe this is normal in Jasper’s world. ‘Um,’ I prevaricate my mind racing with what to do next. ‘What are you saying, exactly?’

      ‘Didn’t Dominic explain?’

      I want to laugh. Since when does Dominic explain anything? ‘No.’

      ‘Everyone who works on the film will be a shareholder,” Karl explains. ‘I’m putting up half the money for the entire movie myself. I could have gone to the bank, a film studio, any large investor for the rest. But you know what? Then they get all the profit instead of the people doing all the work.’

      ‘So, you want me to work for you as well?’

      ‘That’s right. Think of it as a co-operative, or profit share. I’ve got more people lining up to invest than I need. If you don’t want in, no worries. I can find someone else.’

      I believe him. Jasper’s words about having faith flit through my head and I realise life is going to pass me by if I don’t take a risk. It might not fit in with my current work schedule, but the least I can do is explore options. Although I’ve no idea why Karl assumes I have that much money in the first place.

      Dominic’s footsteps approach from behind and I suspect there’s my answer. ‘I’m going to need more information,’ I say.

      Karl nods as Dominic joins us. ‘How’s it going?’ he asks.

      ‘Great,’ says Karl, beaming. ‘Eve here is really up-to-date on the computer scene.’

      ‘Told you she was the right investment and expertise you’re looking for.’ He narrows his eyes on me. ‘Jasper’s disappeared, and his phone is off. You wouldn’t know anything about that would you?’

      I force out a smile to Karl. ‘Just excuse us a quick minute.’

      We walk towards the lobby area, Dominic hissing in my ear. ‘Where is he?’

      I face him, resisting the urge to plonk my hands on my fists and yell in his face. ‘Why does Karl think I’d want to invest ten million dollars in his film?’

      He blinks. ‘Why wouldn’t you? It’s right up your street given what you do, it supports your husband, and it’s a great investment rather than just having all that money lying around in your bank account doing nothing.’

      It’s my turn to blink. ‘What would you know about my bank account?’

      He shrugs. ‘Honey, you married my boy, of course I looked into you.’

      ‘First off, what I do with my money is my affair,’ I hiss, ‘and second, why would you think I have a spare ten million lying around? What did you do? Hack into my account and misplace a decimal point or two?’

      His eyes widen, and he looks up to the ceiling as if realisation is dawning. It does for me too. ‘Oh my God,’ I screech. ‘That’s what you did, didn’t you?’

      ‘Naturally I checked your account,’ he bites out in a low tone. ‘Have you any idea how many women chase after Jasper for his money and lifestyle?’

      Though I’m glad he looks out for Jasper, the intrusion is inexcusable. Don’t get me wrong. I have money. A little shy of two million ready for my buy-in. Once you see that amount in your statement, it’s easy to get confused by the zeros. Except Dominic must deal in those numbers all the time. If I wasn’t so angry, I’d laugh that the great Dominic Manetti has dropped a nuclear-sized clanger.

      ‘Here’s a radical idea,’ I say. ‘If you wanted to know about my finances, why not ask? And is it even normal to demand a buy-in to a movie?’

      Dominic shrugs. ‘It happens. You don’t have to worry about Karl not being on the level. Profits will be huge, but Jasper’s rival is offering ten million and we’re short.’

      ‘How much is Jasper putting in?’

      He mumbles something, and I think it’s because he doesn’t know, then he narrows his eyes. ‘Now give. Where is he?’

      ‘Asleep,’ I respond, without missing a beat. ‘There’s a hotel a couple of floors down.’

      See how easy it is to lie with truthful statements? I feel powerful and all-knowing. Dominic grunts and heads back to Karl while I make a dash for the ladies. There’s another lock on the inside, so I lock us in. I need to know what’s going on and it won’t wait.

      Jasper lies sprawled over the chaise longue, feet hanging off the end, one arm dangling to the floor. I stare at his beautiful face, rich auburn hair gleaming in the light, strong square jaw, the dark smudges under his eyes. My hubby is exhausted, and my chest constricts with love and fear of losing him.

      I’m letting Dominic and Karl distract me from Operation Glue. When we’re on our own, Jasper and I do well together. It’s outside influences that are causing the problems. I gently lift his hand from the floor and lay it over his stomach. He stirs and mumbles. I’m torn between demanding what he knows of Dominic’s investigation into my finances and wanting to kiss the living daylights out of him. I decide on both and lower myself onto his lap, the skirt squeaking as I move. Then I lean in and kiss his lips.

      ‘Hi,’ he mutters without opening his eyes. ‘How long have I been out?’

      ‘Only fifteen minutes or so.’ I kiss him again.

      He’s quick to respond. One hand rests low on my back, the other cups my neck and he deepens the kiss. Being with Jasper like this has always been so easy, each kiss a surprise, a new discovery. We enter our own little world where nothing else exists.

      A convenient distraction for both of us. But not this time.

      ‘Karl wants me to invest ten million,’ I say against his lips.

      He pulls back and smiles, his eyes hooded and still sleepy. ‘Wow, you must have impressed him.’

      I study his face. His smile is open, genuine, proud even. ‘So, this is a good thing?’

      He shakes his head. ‘When are you going to trust me? I wouldn’t let you lose your money.’

      ‘How much are you investing?’ He looks away. It’s brief, but I catch it. ‘Not sure yet.’

      ‘Dominic thinks I have over ten million in my account. Did you know he looked into my financial affairs?’

      He lifts me from his lap and swings his legs round so we sit side by side. ‘I get scammed on an almost weekly basis one way or another,’ he says. ‘Often by women trying to get a ring on my finger. Dominic helps keep the vultures at bay so I can do my work.’ He twines his fingers with mine. ‘Dominic’s dad became my agent when I was eight years old, so I’ve known him a long time. I remember hearing his dad saying to my parents “you don’t have to like me, just trust me to get the job done.” And that’s what he did. My parents trusted him implicitly, like I trust Dominic.’

      ‘I don’t like him,’ I blurt.

      ‘He’s an acquired taste, but you don’t need to like him. Just learn to trust a little.’ His grey eyes search my face. ‘Why is that so hard for you?’

      My stomach squirms and I look away. I’ve always felt like people have let me down, my parents, the teachers at school who didn’t stop the bullies. The only place I haven’t been let down is at work, and I used to think my job was enough. Now I know it isn’t. My workplace is a small microcosm of what my life could be. The problem is I’ve never understood the rules of the real world. It’s never given me any reason to try.

      ‘Do you trust me?’ I ask.

      ‘Implicitly,’ he responds.

      No hesitation. His gaze is unwavering on mine, and doesn’t that make me feel around two inches tall.

      ‘I’ll try harder,’ I promise.

      ‘I know you will.’

      We stare at each other a moment, smiling, and I can feel it happening. Our glue is bonding.

      Then I remember what I came in to tell him and bounce up and down on the seat. ‘I nearly forgot. Karl wants you for the part. Isn’t that great?’

      He gives a wry smile. ‘I know.’

      ‘You do? Since when?’

      ‘Since three days ago.’ He stares at the floor. ‘With the phone problems in Bolivia, I haven’t had a chance to tell you. He prefers me for the part, but his second choice can put in ten million.’

      Jasper has been in a lot of successful movies since he was eight years old. I don’t see this being a problem for him. ‘But you can offer more, right?’

      He meets my gaze. ‘I can scrape together three. More if I was to sell my LA house, but that would take time.’

      I stare at his reflection in the bank of mirrors opposite, shocked. With his shoulders slumped, he looks like he carries a mountain of responsibility.

      ‘What happened?’ I ask.

      ‘My parents invested all of the early money I earned and lost it.’

      ‘All of it?’

      He sighs. ‘They were victims of a scam. I didn’t want to burden you with my problems, but you deserve to know. The movie roles I’ve had in recent years haven’t paid that well. Plus, I have to support my parents now. They lost everything.’

      I wrap my hand around his neck and pull his head to mine. ‘I’m sorry.’

      He trails kisses along my jaw, down my neck then pulls the stretchy top down to kiss my shoulder. My skin is already humming, ‘You’re so good for me,’ he whispers.

      He’s killing me. All I can think is please let the affection in his eyes be true. ‘You’re good for me too.’

      ‘So, the issue between us is?’

      He pulls back, raising his eyebrows at me. When he puts it like that, I’m not sure. At the same time our glue is barely tacky.

      ‘I’m being silly,’ I say. ‘We don’t know each other that well. All we need is time.’

      He kisses me once more. ‘And after tonight, we’re going to have it.’
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      We exit the ladies room and Jasper heads out to find Karl while I go upstairs to the main event. People have already started to arrive on this floor, and waiters circulate with champagne. I grab another glass and head out to the open-air sky deck where most people are admiring the view. It’s stunning. The air is a little hazy, making the red summer sunset appear like melting wax spreading over the city.

      I give myself a stern talking to. It’s all very well being the supportive wife and having amazing sex, but that’s worth nothing to Jasper if I don’t trust him. That’s where the real glue comes from in a relationship. He let me into his life and never once questioned my motives, and given what happened to his parents, he had every right to.

      I walk all the way around the deck, taking in the three hundred and sixty-degree panorama of the city. London Bridge, Westminster Abbey and the London Eye all appear like tiny matchbox toys.

      A couple approaches me. They appear in their late thirties, both with almost white, blonde hair. He wears a tux, she has a sparkly silver dress. They beam their white, Hollywood smiles.

      ‘Evie, right?’ asks the woman.

      ‘It’s Eve,’ I respond.

      ‘Of course. Eve Mallard of BroadCast Software. I’m Claudia Fischer and this is my brother Peter.’

      ‘We’re co-directors for Karl’s new movie,’ says Peter.

      I confess, I’m a little excited they’ve sought me out. I’m more prepared than I was with Karl and this time force myself to remain open-minded. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ I say and we all shake hands.

      ‘We have a proposition for you,’ say Claudia. ‘Jasper is short of the investment amount, but we’d really like him for the part. I don’t want to pry into the nature of your relationship, but if you’re also prepared to invest, we’ll take you as a package deal. Your computer expertise is just what we’re looking for.’

      A warm glow of satisfaction steals over me as it always does when someone appreciates my work. I feel worthwhile in a way I don’t seem to be able to manage with Jasper. They talk some more about the ground-breaking CGI and special effects they plan to use. I must admit I’m excited, although I’d have to run it by my boss first before I could commit. And of course they must not be fully aware of my financial status or Jasper’s, because even together, we are still short of the investment amount.

      ‘I’m interested,’ I tell them, playing for time. ‘But need more information before I fully commit.’

      ‘Of course,’ says Peter, and hands me his card. ‘Email me your contact details, and I’ll forward you all the facts and figures you need to know.’

      They walk off to talk to someone else. I’m giddy with elation. Nothing says glue more than working together. Nothing says trust like money. With the right attitude, Jasper and I can make our relationship work, and I wonder if, together, we’d be able to make up the shortfall with a bank loan. I’m desperate to find Jasper and head down to floor 69 where he was meeting Karl.

      I’m about to enter the viewing area when I hear a weaselly male voice drifting up from the floor below. ‘I’ve got to hand it to you, Jasp, marrying little Evie was a stroke of genius. I didn’t see it at first, coz, I mean look at her.’

      For a moment I freeze, staring at my reflection in the glass. I no longer see poise and an hourglass figure, but an Oompa Loompa from outer space. The skirt is ridiculous. I’m ridiculous for thinking I looked even semi okay.

      I start down the stairs, hands shaking as I wait for Jasper’s reply. But it’s Dominic who speaks again and I realise he must be on the phone ‘But her money can help you buy into Karl’s movie,’ he continues. ‘And then we announce your marriage. Someone like her makes you look more mature. People will stop seeing you as the child star and you’ll get serious part offers then, I promise you. I’m talking Oscar-winning roles.’

      My heart shrinks. I can actually feel it wilting inside my chest. I reach the bottom step and see Dominic on the phone, pacing the small floor space by the elevators. He has his back to me and carries on unaware. ‘Once you’ve got a couple of high-brow movies under your belt, you can divorce her.’

      The gasp bursts out before I have a chance to hold it in and slam my hand over my mouth. Dominic swings round and smiles benignly. ‘Oh, hello, Evie. Didn’t see you there.’

      I take a deep breath and lift my chin. ‘Evidently.’

      I’m proud my voice is pure ice even though my insides are quaking. Jasper’s terse voice sounds clearly through the phone. ‘Where are you?’ he demands.

      ‘Sixty-eighth floor. We’ve got a meet with…’

      The line goes dead and Dominic stares at his phone. ‘Damned reception,’ he mutters.

      My legs wobble and I grip onto the nearest rail. Everything falls into place, the reluctance to make the marriage public, the reason we skipped the Red Carpet tonight. It was all planned. Why else would Jasper marry a Plain-Jane like me if he didn’t want something?

      ‘Jasper married me for my money.’ I’m mostly talking to myself to see how the words sound out loud.

      Dominic looks up, still smiling, takes in my face and sobers. ‘Yes, well, no. Let’s call it a happy coincidence. Everyone gets what they want so it’s a win-win.’

      ‘And we’re going to get a divorce.’

      ‘This is Hollywood, so the odds aren’t in your favour to start with.’ He shrugs. ‘No offense, babe, but you’re not one of us. I mean, you don’t even do Botox.’

      I press my lips together because I might throw up. This is my worst nightmare come to life. Every time I wasn’t invited to a party at school. Every time I sat in a corner watching my parents fawn over my brother and sister.

      I look down at the stupid silver skirt feeling humiliated and unworthy. At work I built myself up into someone who was noticed and respected. Dominic’s right, it was unrealistic for someone like me to expect more.

      He's watching me, a little nervous, but mostly confused. He has absolutely no idea what he’s done. I’m so angry, I’m shaking with it and can’t bear to look at him. The prospect of seeing Jasper makes my stomach churn even more.

      ‘Okay. I’m done. Say goodbye to Jasper for me.’ I yank open the door, march over to the elevator and jab the button.

      Dominic follows, huffing and puffing. ‘Wait,’ he says. ‘What do you mean ‘done’? Where are you going?’

      ‘Go away, Dominic.’

      Tears threaten to spill over and I blink them away. I’m suddenly tired and desperate to be alone. Really alone where no one can ever reach me. Where I can never feel this hurt again, like maybe a black hole in space where there is nothing and no-one.

      I hear footsteps clatter down the stairs and freeze. Even at a rush those footsteps are strong and purposeful, and I know who they belong to.

      ‘Eve,’ calls Jasper from behind me. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Dominic responds. ‘I think she’s leaving.’

      I laugh. It’s harsh enough to scrape the back of my throat and I turn to point at Dominic. ‘That’s what’s going on. That man there doesn’t have an emotive cell in his body.’

      ‘Huh?’ he responds.

      Jasper sighs and shoves his hands into his pockets. ‘How much did you hear?’

      ‘Enough to know you married me for my money.’

      ‘Let’s not do anything hasty,’ throws in Dominic.

      ‘Shut up,’ Jasper and I bark out simultaneously.

      The elevator finally arrives. I breathe a sigh of relief and step inside, my heart racing. I turn to face the foyer, willing the doors to close. Jasper takes a step towards me. I hold up my hand. ‘No. I can’t talk to you right now.’

      He stops, the doors begin to shut, but everything seems to happen in slow motion. Jasper suddenly springs to life and makes a dash for the doors. They’re centimetres apart. He curls his fingers round the gap, yanks the door open and strolls inside, all suave and James Bond like, without breaking a sweat. I hate him.

      ‘You can leave if you want, but only after we talk,’ he says with implacable calm.

      Dominic scurries in behind him. ‘Yes, talking is good. We don’t want to ruin a good thing. This movie can be good for all of us.’

      ‘Not now, Dominic.’ Jasper grabs him by the scruff of the neck and shoves him through the door.

      Then it’s just the two of us and the elevator begins its descent. The sound of our laboured breathing is enough to drown out the tinny music. I catch my reflection in the mirror. My freckles jump out against my too-pale skin, while my eyes lack sparkle. I take a deep breath and force myself to stand taller. I will not let him see me fall apart.

      Jasper fixes his gaze on mine and my resolve immediately weakens. Even now, he still looks beautiful to me; suave and sophisticated in his tux, his auburn hair glossy and now neatly combed to the side.

      ‘So,’ he says. ‘I married you for your money.’

      His voice is flat without inflection, no hint of guilt or remorse, and his eyes have lost all trace of tiredness. They glitter, dark and angry.

      His anger only serves to fuel mine. ‘There’s no point denying it. I heard every word Dominic said. I don’t even know why we’re discussing it. I won’t be investing in the film and we’re done.’

      I fold my arms and watch the display panel count down the floors. It’s nowhere near fast enough. When I get back to work, I’m going to invent software for warp speed elevators.

      ‘Did you hear how I answered him?’ he asks.

      There’s an underlying menace to his tone that makes me look back up. ‘Would it have made any difference?’

      He hikes up an eyebrow and shoves his hands in his pockets. ‘I guess we’ll never know.’ He stands stiff, his eyes narrowed and distant, reminding me of the moment I woke him when he’d fallen asleep against the wall.

      ‘You were angry when I woke you,’ I say. ‘I should have realised then you weren’t happy to see me. It’s why you don’t want anyone to know we’re married, and why we avoided the Red Carpet.’

      He takes several steps towards me. ‘Yes, I was angry when I first saw you this evening. Angry because I’ve been forced to spend over a week away from my new wife. Angry I had a whole evening of schmoozing to get through before I can do what I really want.’ He leans forward so that we’re almost nose to nose. ‘Be. With. My. Wife.’

      ‘Yes,’ I shout back in his face. ‘Because how else can you get my money?’

      ‘Newsflash, Eve. I don’t want your money.’

      ‘I heard Dominic…’

      ‘Yes, Dominic. Not me.’ His shoulders slump and he runs his hand through his hair. ‘Look, I know what you heard and how it sounded. I know we don’t know each other very well and I know you put yourself down, but to think I’m capable of scamming you? To do what was done to my parents?’

      My stomach hollows out and doubt starts to eat at my insides. ‘I…’

      He cuts me off. ‘You know what? I liked you because you never wanted anything from me. Actually, I loved you for it. You’ve no idea how refreshing that is. Every woman I’ve ever dated has always wanted something.’ He throws out an arm. ‘Money, status, Hollywood lifestyle, a boost for their acting career. I’ve been subjected to every scam known to man, and the person who deals with all that for me is Dominic. Without him I’d have left this business long ago. I hate people who use people to get what they can. Do you have any idea how it feels that you think I’m like that?’

      I can’t stand the anguish in his eyes and my mouth dries. ‘Jasper,’ I whisper.

      He puts his fingers to my lips and shakes his head. ‘It’s crazy, but after two days I fell in love. I trusted you completely.’ He removes his fingers and takes a step back, looking nothing like the Hollywood star. His face is pale, his eyes empty and his vitality gone.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I manage finally.

      He lifts one large shoulder. ‘Me too, but if you can’t trust me, that’s not love.’

      I look at Jasper’s world-famous, ridiculously handsome face. They say his face appears on some magazine or social media platform every single day. Dominic’s doing, I realise now. I look down at my skirt again. I should never have allowed Dominic to persuade me to wear it.

      The enormity of the differences between our two worlds is suddenly overwhelming and I shake my head. ‘This is about more than just trust.’

      As usual, everything circles back to Dominic. Although it’s not fair to place the blame entirely on his shoulders. There are larger forces at play, and sometimes love isn’t enough. I glance up at the monitor. We’ve just passed the second floor and the doors will open in a few seconds, so I speak fast.

      ‘Swans and mallards may occupy the same pond, but ultimately they stick to their own kind. Your world is Botox, silly designer dresses, money and appearance. It’s where a relationship is nothing more than a PR opportunity. It’s people like Dominic who think it’s okay to tell a new bride she’ll get divorced.’

      Jasper hisses in a breath. ‘Eve,’ he bites out then stops as the doors glide open.

      The foyer is full of the glitterati mingling in their evening finery, journalists shouting, flash bulbs popping. As we’re noticed, people push forwards, some just wanting to get in the elevator, others wanting to catch a glimpse of the man with the famous smile.

      ‘Jasper,’ around half a dozen people call out.

      A journalist thrusts one of those long, fluffy microphones through the door, knocking me sideways I stumble into the elevator door. Jasper immediately steadies me with an arm around my waist, somehow managing to push the journalist out with his free hand.

      ‘Mind the lady,’ he snaps.

      His arm is protective and supportive as he guides me out of the elevator, and I resist the temptation to lean into him. He would always protect me from this crazy media world, I know that. But he shouldn’t have to and I don’t want to be reliant on someone to fight my battles.

      People press into us from all sides, fighting to get to Jasper. I don’t care that I’m invisible to the crowds, I’ve never craved attention, but do need to inhabit an environment where I have value. I can’t go back to the school days where I never fit in, or to those photo shoots where my presence was forgotten all together. I can’t live in a place where value is measured by appearance alone. Every day it’s going to chip away at my self-worth a little more until there’s nothing left.

      ‘I don’t know if your world can be my world,’ I say into his ear and pull away from his side. ‘I need time to think.’

      It’s Jasper they want, so it’s easy for me to push through the crowds. Jasper tries to follow, but doesn’t fare so well with three microphones shoved under his face. I’m able to slip outside into the evening sunshine and head back to my own world unnoticed. I feel numb, my heart withered away like a dried-up rose.

      But most of all I’m completely and utterly unglued.
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        * * *

      

      It’s Monday, three days later and I’m at home in my apartment. I’ve called in sick so I can wallow. I never take the day off work, rarely even for holidays and I’ve had a string of calls from work colleagues checking to see if I’m okay. I have friends at work who like me for who I am, not just the work I do, and I realise now I’ve never been appreciative of the fact.

      I’m sitting cross-legged on my settee dressed in my super-comfy tracksuit bottoms and hoodie, devouring my second bar of chocolate of the day. My final one. I’ve inflicted enough damage on myself without piling on the weight. I need to pull myself together and get back to work before someone turns up on my doorstep. If they do, I know I’ll totally humiliate myself and cry.

      The irony is not lost on me that I’ve been judged on my appearance my whole life and yet I’m the one who judged Jasper on the appearance of his world. It was my hang-up, not Jasper’s. And I didn’t give enough consideration to his insecurities. At the same time, he’s blinded by Dominic, although I understand now that it was unrealistic of both of us to expect to fit into each other’s worlds overnight.

      I expected him to call, better still follow me home, and his silence tells me all I need to know. I’ve lost him and don’t know how to get him back. Whatever the issues between us, I should have trusted the most important one. We love each other. Everything else is peripheral. I’ve left two voice messages and two texts to apologise. I won’t leave anymore because I don’t want to be ‘That Girl’.

      The doorbell rings and I sigh. Looks like work has come looking already. I break off another cube of chocolate and drop the rest of the bar onto the coffee table then head for the door. When I open it, I almost fall to the floor.

      Dominic stands in the hallway, his dark hair loose and dishevelled round his shoulders, his face unshaved and, like me, wearing tracksuit bottoms and hoodie. ‘Thank God you’re home,’ he says, striding straight past me.

      I shut the door and follow him through to my sitting room where he grabs the chocolate from the table, breaks off a line and shoves it in his mouth. If he’d had a door key, the déjà vu-moment would be complete.

      ‘Hello to you, too, Dominic.’

      He actually has the grace to look sheepish and drops the chocolate back onto the table. ‘Oh yeah. Hi. But we have an emergency.’

      My chest tightens. ‘Has something happened to Jasper?’

      ‘Yes.’ Dominic stalks round the perimeter of my apartment. It’s open-plan, modern and minimalist, leaving him plenty of room to pace. ‘I’ve never seen him like this before. He’s not talking to me. I don’t think he’s eating and he turned down Karl’s movie. He says he wants to direct. A director, for Christ’s sake. If Jasper isn’t acting, he’s dead inside.’

      He hasn’t answered my question and my heart pounds, the fear acute. He’s walking so fast, it’s a struggle to catch him, but I manage to grab his arm and stop him mid-step. ‘Focus, Dominic. Is Jasper injured or sick?’

      He stares at me wide-eyed. ‘Injured, no. Sick? Who knows? I’ve no idea what you did to him.’ He pauses to look me up and down, and eyes my hoodie with distaste. ‘Hell, look what you’ve done to me. I look like you.’

      I burst out laughing. I can’t help it, and just like that I ‘get’ Dominic. I don’t think he even means to be insulting. The guy’s just totally lacking in empathy. Like a computer, in fact. Perhaps all he needs is reprogramming.

      ‘Just tell me what you want,’ I demand.

      ‘Didn’t I just say?’ he rolls his eyes. ‘Jasper has lost it and only you can save him.’

      ‘Why? So you can get your cut of his next big movie?’

      He throws up a hand. ‘Hey, we all have to earn a living. But that’s not the reason. When Jasper climbs out of his funk he’ll remember he has a mortgage to pay and parents to support. He can’t afford to let his profile drop for even a day. Movies are in his blood, like they’re in my blood. Jasper and I may not be blood relatives, but he’s the next best thing.’

      Emotions are running riot in my veins. I struggle to hold them in check and not follow my usual instinct to push away. I may understand Dominic better, but I still don’t want to trust him. Except not giving people a chance is what got me into this mess in the first place.

      ‘You’ve been mean to me from the start, and expect me to believe you now?’

      He turns to look out the window and I’m shocked to see a hint of moisture in his eyes. ‘Most of what you think of me is probably true. Except for one thing. Jasper and I grew up together and I love him like a brother.’ He shrugs again. ‘I’m not promising to be your bestie here, but we both want what’s right for Jasper and, surprisingly, that appears to be you. We can agree to disagree on everything else.’

      I sigh. Jasper was right. He may be a Swan, and me a Mallard, but we do both swim in the same pond. Dominic, meanwhile, is a shark swimming in the ocean. We’ll never swim side by side, but there’s room for more than one ecosystem in this world.

      We all have a right to do what we can to survive. Like my parents did with my brother and sister. They had the looks, I had the brains. In a way, my mum and dad gave us all what we needed. They got to model, I got a private education to ensure I got top grades. I could have done with a little more emotional support, but I see now I push people away.

      In his own way, Dominic is respecting my habitat and I have to learn to respect his. I hold out my hand. ‘Truce?’

      He grasps my hand and shakes so hard, I’m almost lifted from the ground. ‘So, you’re going to put this right?’

      ‘We,’ I say. ‘We have to put this right.’

      He stares at me a beat. ‘About that. Jasper fired me, so it’s all down to you. Only you can help him now.’

      My jaw drops, and I let the news sink in. I should be pleased, validated, but somehow Jasper without Dominic feels all wrong. Like their glue code is missing. If Dominic has been fired, he has nothing to gain from being here and must really care for Jasper, which gives us something in common.

      ‘I’m not sure what I can do.’ I say. ‘Jasper’s not answering my calls.’

      He rolls his eyes and throws up his hands. ‘Jeez. What is it about this love business that turns you all into wimps? You’re as bad as him. I thought love was something you fight for?’

      I blink and take in his words. Dominic giving out good advice. Who knew? I’ve been wallowing, and what good are a couple of voice messages when trust has been broken? I have to find a way to win back his trust.

      An idea occurs. ‘How much money is Jasper short for Karl’s buy-in?’

      ‘Three-point-eight mill, why?’

      I have one-point-eight, leaving us two short. Even if there is no future in our relationship, I can’t bear the thought of Jasper miserable and not being part of a movie he wants. It’s his big chance to have the lead part again. More than that, I hate the thought of him believing the worst of me.

      Giving him my money is the only way I can think of to show I trust him. It will take a little longer to buy into my company, but it’s not like I won’t still have a job meanwhile, and a good one at that.

      The only important thing is Jasper. And I know how to make up the shortfall. Blackjack. The problem is to win big you have to bet big. Fifty thousand and upwards. I need the high roller games - the ones that take place in private clubs and I don’t know how to blag my way in. Fortunately, I know a man who’s turned blagging into an art.

      ‘Dominic. Can you get me into some high-stakes blackjack games?’

      He gives me a slow smile of understanding. ‘I can do anything. Leave it with me.’ He looks me up and down. ‘Do I need to find you something to wear?’

      I scowl. ‘No, Dominic, you don’t.’

      He shrugs, grabs the rest of my chocolate and strolls out the door.
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      Two nights later I’m at the Ritz Casino, and still seven hundred thousand short of my target. I take a sip of my mocktail and smile at the table, trying to look casual and unaffected as the dealer deals out the next hand.

      I don’t like the way she has her eye on me. I’ve taken another couple of days off work, flitting from one blackjack table to the next. Too exhausted for the hour’s commute to my apartment, I crashed out at a small hotel just off Piccadilly. The Ritz has some of the highest stakes in the city and I’ve been winning slowly, but steadily, easing my way in, waiting for the big one.

      Card counting isn’t illegal, but I could be asked to leave, and they’d most likely circulate my picture at all other casinos. I take another sip, deciding she’s suspicious, but not yet certain, and I’m not sure what to do with my next hand. A win, deliberate loss or playing it safe could all look suspect.

      There’s a buzz of excitement behind me and I’m relieved when even the dealer is distracted enough to look up for a few seconds. I assume someone is winning or losing big on the adjacent table, until a pair of lips hits the back of my neck.

      I’d be jumping out of my Jimmy Choos (well, I had to look the part), except I know that touch, how his lips find that spot behind my ear. I know that clean soap smell. My heart thuds loudly in my chest.

      ‘She’s on to you, babe,’ Jasper whispers in my ear. ‘Let’s give them a show.’

      Even in the Ritz, where the rich and famous are commonplace, Jasper still causes a stir. All eyes are on him, with people whispering and pointing. Jasper doesn’t seem to care and I’m too shocked to react. I stare at his beautiful face, trying to work out if I’m hallucinating, when in seconds he has me swivelled round on my stool. He leans me back in his arms and kisses the living daylights out of me.

      Thoughts of my surroundings evaporate. Jasper’s kisses have always been potent, but this hits a new level. I’m semi-horizontal, held steady and safe in his arms in a Hollywood-style kiss. I’m holding onto his biceps, feeling the flex of his hard muscle. His lips are firm yet soft, seductive yet urgent. Really urgent. Like he’s pouring every ounce of emotion into this kiss. Like maybe he has from the start.

      He slows the kiss and gently lifts me upright again on my stool. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, his eyes boring into mine. ‘I was an idiot. Forgive me?’

      I blink several times, still in shock, my brain unable to compute what just happened. ‘Me forgive you? Shouldn’t that be the other way round?’

      He still has an arm around me, his mouth at my ear. His breath alone is enough to send a skitter of electricity through my body. ‘I shouldn’t have spoken to you in that way. I didn’t mean any of it. I was just,’ he throws out a wry smile. ‘Untrusting.’

      I’m aware a few people are whistling and clapping. Jasper lets me go. ‘We’ll talk after you finish your hand.’ He turns to the crowd gathered round the table and acknowledges them with a raise of his hand. ‘Apologies for the interruption, folks. Just wanted to say hello to my wife.’

      People round my table smile and murmur in appreciation. My mouth still hangs open. ‘What..?’

      Jasper nuzzles my ear. ‘She’s looking at me now, not you,’ he whispers. ‘You’re good to go. Let’s get you the rest of the money for your company buy-in.’

      It’s starting to sink in. Jasper really is here. He called me his wife in public, he kissed me in front of witnesses and I think he’s here for me. Our gazes meet, and my pulse quickens. We’re so close our breath mingles, I can see the black and silver flecks in his eyes. Everything around us fades as we’re caught up in our own bubble.

      ‘I love you,’ I say.

      He smiles. It’s not the smile of movie posters, or the smile for adoring fans. This smile lights his eyes, it’s warm, it’s affectionate, even slightly nervous. This smile is for me.

      ‘I love you, too.’

      I’m grinning, so much my cheeks hurt with the effort. The crowd oohs and ahhs and the dealer clears her throat. ‘Excuse me, Mr Swan. Are you playing?’

      Jasper stands behind me and rests his hands on my shoulders. ‘Not me, just my wife.’

      To continue playing now feels all wrong when we have so much to say. Yet I still want to win him that money. Now more than ever. Leaving means starting again, counting a new deck and I’m pretty sure the dealer risks going bust. I glance up at Jasper and raise a questioning eyebrow.

      ‘We’ve got a lifetime to talk, babe. Play your hand.’

      I settle on my stool, nod at the dealer and we begin. We’re operating as a team now. Jasper flashes his killer smile at everyone on the table, the dealer especially. He plants casual kisses on my temple, chats easily to the people standing behind him, all to distract from what I’m doing.

      It would distract me too, except I’m focused on my goal. I hit lucky immediately with two eights, meaning I can split into two hands and double my bet. We’re due some picture cards and I think the dealer has one in her hand. I have fifty thousand in chips. If I lose it, I still have my job and Jasper will get a part somewhere else. If I win, Jasper can have everything he wants and we can start again with a clean slate.

      I push the chips onto the table and feel Jasper’s fingers dig into my shoulder. My next card is an ace then a jack and my stomach drops a little, but I’m still sure there’s a queen due too that will send the dealer bust. The dealer adds a nine to her seven then flips over the hidden card.

      The queen.

      I sag against Jasper and close my eyes.

      ‘Jesus, you won,’ Jasper gasps from behind and leans into my back, looping his arms around my shoulders.

      A lady in a dark trouser suit and official badge on her lapel approaches. ‘Can we help you cash out your chips, Mrs Swan?’ she asks, quite politely, but the subtext is clear. I’ve been asked to leave the tables.

      ‘Thank you,’ I murmur.

      ‘We’ll be at the bar,’ puts in Jasper.

      We stumble over to the plush bar, laughing and giggling like naughty school children, just like we did that first time back in Vegas.

      ‘You’ve got enough money to buy into your company now. It’s what you’ve always wanted,’ Jasper says, his smile proud.

      ‘The money’s not for me, it’s for you to buy into Karl’s film. It’s not quite enough but you should be able to get a bank loan to cover the rest.’

      He frowns. ‘I’m not taking your money, Eve.’

      ‘I can always get more money and buy in next year or the year after. I don’t mind waiting if I have you.’ Now I’m frowning. ‘I do have you, don’t I?’

      He slaps his forehead with the heel of his hand. ‘Clearly my kisses aren’t as potent as I think they are. Of course you have me. I don’t need to be in Karl’s film. I want you to have your dream.’

      He’s glaring at me. Stalemate and I narrow my eyes in return. ‘Are we fighting again already?’

      He sighs and guides us over to a plush red velvet booth where he slides in next to me. A waiter arrives in seconds. Jasper orders champagne then turns to face me and grabs hold of my hands. ‘I’m so sorry for what I said to you at The Shard. I was hurt and scared of losing you. But you should know sulking is one of my worst flaws.’

      He pushes out his bottom lip into an adorable pout and I lean in and kiss it. ‘You were right. I’m too judgmental. I want you to have the money, so you know it’s not important to me.’

      ‘I’m not doing Karl’s film. I’ve accepted a directing job.’

      My eyebrows shoot up. ‘But I don’t want you to give up your dream either.’

      ‘You hate my acting life, and a life that is dictated by the next PR opportunity isn’t real.’ His gaze holds mine. ‘I want real and real is you.’

      A tear spills down my cheek and I swipe my eyes. ‘Dammit. You’re going to make me cry.’

      Jasper laughs, clasps my head in his hands and gently kisses my lips. ‘I spent the last two days looking for you. The last person I expected to know where you were was Dominic.’ He sweeps his thumb over my cheek. ‘And you don’t have to worry about him anymore. I fired him there and then at the Shard.’

      ‘I know he told me, but, you know, you were right. He’s an acquired taste and I don’t mind a little Dominic in small doses.’ I shrug. ‘I’m not going to come between you and your friend.’

      He pouts again. ‘I’m still angry at him for how he spoke to you.’

      ‘That’s how Dominic is, and you know that far better than me.’ I run a finger over his bottom lip. ‘You’re sulking.’

      He laughs, and the waiter arrives with our champagne. ‘Can we have it taken up to our room, instead?’ Jasper asks.

      The waiter ambles off again and Jasper eyes me warily. ‘I didn’t want to be presumptuous, or anything, but I booked us a room here...’ His voice trails off.

      His nervousness is adorable and I grin. ‘Presume away.’

      ‘Thank goodness.’ He leans in to whisper in my ear. ‘You’ve no idea how sexy you are at the blackjack table.’

      His eyes turn dark with desire and my nerve endings tingle. ‘Why don’t you tell me in more detail upstairs.’

      ‘Good plan.’ He yanks me to my feet. Our eyes are locked in silent communication of what we’re going to do to each other in a few minutes time. It all feels so natural, so right, and I’ll never question our glue again. All we ever needed was to talk and there are still things about me Jasper needs to know.

      ‘Even if you’re directing, we are still on the periphery of that lifestyle,’ I say. ‘And you need to know, I’m not going to do Botox, and if I want to wear a high-street dress down a Red Carpet, I will.’

      ‘You can wear a hoodie for all I care.’ His expression warms and he brushes the hair from my face with both hands. ‘Babe, you don’t get it. From that very first moment at the blackjack table, you were always a swan to me.’

      I smile and clasp his face like he’s clasping mine. ‘You don’t need a script writer,’ I whisper. ‘Your own lines are perfect.’

      Hand in hand, we head off to the elevators. I’ve never felt so connected to another person in my life.

      We are bonded.

      Inseparable.

      But here’s the thing about glue - you don’t always need it. Some things just stick together naturally.

      Like velcro.

      Like icing on cake.

      Like Jasper and Eve.
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      Leading the side-stepping Painted Horse through the parking lot, Savanna mentally went over the evening’s events. Breakaway calf roping, tie-down calf roping, team roping, bareback riding, bull riding and her favorite, barrel racing. Tonight would be the midpoint of the season, with barrel racing the first event.

      For her first season at the age of eighteen, she’d been ranked number four. Last year, number two and this year, her prizes held her at the number one spot so far.

      No pressure there.

      Rolling her shoulder to ease an aching muscle, Savanna skirted the press as they snapped photos of Vanessa, her stepmother.  The glow on Vanessa’s face drank in their praises with each compliment. Her stepmother had the honor of being the All-Time Best in the women’s rodeo competitions.

      And she never let anyone forget it.

      Savanna wasn’t in it for the fame. Just the joy of the horses and proving that a girl could be a cowboy with a bra.

      Vanessa’s eyes lowered in a delicately coy manner as the press spoke of her induction into the Professional Women’s Rodeo Hall of Fame.

      “Oh, that.” Vanessa shrugged off the praise with a sweet smile. “I doubt any lady here could beat me.”  She winked at the press.

      Ugh.

      One of the press members held up a gnarled hand. “Vanessa, we’re hearing great things about your stepdaughter.  Savanna’s winnings are sneaking up on yours. She might be the one to knock you off your standings.”

      Vanessa fluttered her hands.  “She’s not quite there yet.”

      Yeah, and she would never get there if Vanessa had her way. Her stepmother demanded she work during practice time.

      “Yep, but she has more years left in her.” Ouch. Her stepmother’s glare might just burst the man into flames.

      Touchy about your age much, Vanessa?

      “I was sidelined by an injury,” Vanessa answered. “Why, I could out race her anytime. Even now.”

      Chuckles rose from the crowd.  Someone spotted her. “Savanna?  Savanna Gray?  Give us a statement, please.”

      Oh, crap.

      Vanessa’s gaze grew dark as the press turned to snap photos. Savanna forced a smile and ducked inside the stables with a wave.  She needed to get her horses settled well before the competition, and Vanessa loved the limelight.

      She didn’t.

      In the evening, just before the competition, Savanna walked down the aisle of horses. Dung, hay and the far-off smell of bar-b-que assaulted her. Her stepmother, a lady barely five years older than herself, smiled cattily and motioned her over to her spare horse’s holding stall.

      She hadn’t wanted to bring Spirit. Crowds spooked him. But her stepmother had been right -- her new mount needed to get used to the environment before he competed next year.

      A young man, TooTall they called him, tipped his hat as he exited a stall. Tall, but not overly so, dark hair grazed his chin.  A devilish grin reached all the way up to his startling dark eyes. She smiled, hoping she’d find the time to chat to him after her events. She’d seen him in the men’s rodeo. Savanna admired his style and the way his body molded over the horse.

      He leaned against the stall and held out his hand. Their fingers touched, and a thrill ran up her arm.

      Vanessa walked between them, breaking the connection.  TooTall tipped his hat and left.

      Damn woman. Doesn’t she understand that flirting shouldn’t be interrupted?

      Fashionably dressed for a cowgirl in a sequined shirt, Vanessa’s perfume clogged her throat. The scent stayed in a room for hours soaking everything in a mixture of oranges and Jack Daniels.

      Fingering an apple pin on her blouse, Vanessa twinkled like a two-year-old hiding candy. Savanna hadn’t seen the pin since her father’s death. It was just too big and gaudy, even for Vanessa.

      Savanna headed toward the stall that should have held her regular mount, but it was empty. “Where’s Strider?”

      Vanessa’s smile brightened as she pulled Savanna into the next stall. “You’re riding Spirit tonight, Savanna.”

      The stallion nudged her fingers, looking for a treat.

      "Absolutely not, Vanessa. He’s not ready.”

      “He’s fine. He needs to be seasoned. Run him in the first heap.”

      Savanna ran her hands over Spirit’s flanks, tense muscles rippled under her touch. The Painted Horse sidestepped and pranced nervously. “No. He’s too skittish. He’s barely four-years-old.”

      “Well, you can’t ride Strider tonight. That vet... What’s his name? You know, the Native American one? Doc Tate? He’s looking after him.”

      Savanna closed her eyes. If she didn’t place at the rodeo, her standing would fall. “What’s wrong with Strider? He was fine earlier.”

      Her stepmother shrugged. “Something upset his stomach. Probably the drive.”
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        * * *

      

      TooTall raised his boot to the lower fence slat and leaned into the arena. The wind picked up, threatening to pull the hat off his head. His hair whipped around, but he couldn’t look away from the cowgirl edging her way down the chute into the box.

      Sapphire eyes flashed under her cowboy hat.

      Savanna Gray. A rising star in the Woman’s Rodeo circuit. She lowered over her mount and whispered to her unseasoned horse. Dark hair flowed over slim shoulders, hiding her pearly white skin and ruby lips. The rust and white spotted Painted Horse tossed its head.

      Beside her, a woman checked the tack and ran her hand under the saddle. A flash of silver came from her hand before it disappeared. She smiled up at Savanna before leaving the box.

      Doc Tate elbowed in line beside him.

      TooTall tipped his hat towards Savanna. “Where’s her regular mount?”

      Doc Tate pulled out a cheroot and stuck it into his mouth without lighting it. “Got some kind of stomach issue. I’m not sure. Something odd. I’m running tests on him.”

      His dream girl raised her head. Their eyes locked for a moment, hers somewhat wild and fearful. He wanted to reach out to her and calm her fears. Their gazes held for the longest moment as he drowned in her blue eyes.

      She smiled, sending a thrill along his spine, the same one he’d felt earlier when he’d touched her hand. He tipped his hat and grinned. Once the competition was over, perhaps he’d meet her for real and ask her out for a date.

      She lowered her gaze as the horse fought the bit, yanking his muzzle. The stallion’s tail swished wildly behind Savanna’s slim body.

      A tightness pulled in TooTall’s gut. The horse wasn’t ready. “He’s too green.”

      Doc Tate nodded towards the woman leaving the box. “Told the owner that. She wouldn’t listen. Said her stepdaughter could handle him.”

      Savanna steadied the stallion in the box, then nodded towards the announcer as TooTall inhaled.

      The loudspeakers squawked. “Up next, Savanna Gray, riding Spirit.”

      The buzzer blared.

      Savanna burst out of the stall to the crowd's applause. Low over her mount, her hat flew off as dirt kicked up under Spirit’s hooves. At full speed, the horse rounded the first barrel with his ears pinned.

      Not a good sign.

      TooTall held his breath. The crowd clapped and hollered. The stallion tossed his head and stumbled.

      “She’s in trouble.” Doc Tate climbed to the top of the rails. TooTall followed ready to jump into the ring.

      The horse reared, dancing backward. Savanna held on. The arena erupted in screams. The stallion wobbled on his hind legs.

      TooTall yelled, “Lean forward!”

      Savanna slipped backward, pulling the reins.

      TooTall sprinted over the dirt as the horse pawed the air. The stallion's eyes bugged out of his head. Savanna screamed.

      In slow motion, the horse fell onto his back, crushing Savanna under him. Pinned underneath the massive body of the stallion, the girl’s body bent in ways that just were not natural. Her feet touched her head as she pancaked underneath the heavy horse.

      Spirit rolled over her, springing upwards and taking off towards the other side of the filling arena.

      Savanna’s hand moved. His eyes couldn’t leave her as fear roared down through his body, burning his lungs.

      Pumping his legs as fast as he could, he sprinted ahead of Doc Tate, his heart in his throat. The owner beat him to her. Something red and shiny flashed in her hands before it disappeared in front of her body.

      Spirit ran back towards Savanna as the crowds pushed the horse towards her now still body on the ground.

      TooTall changed direction, charging towards the horse that threatened to gallop over Savanna and the other woman.
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        * * *

      

      TooTall whispered to the spooked horse keeping him at arm's length. The ambulance’s siren roared in the distance. He’d led the horse back to his temporary stall and tried his best to calm the startled stallion.

      Spirit settled down, but his flanks heaved with every breath. TooTall whispered in Kiowa hoping the soothing sounds of his language would ease the horse’s fears.

      He took off the tack and ran his hands under the saddle. Something sharp stabbed him. The horse had fresh blood on his back. Not much, but enough to raise his suspicions.

      The woman who’d gone to help Savanna stopped at the stall with Savanna’s hat in her hand. Savanna’s stepmother? Now, why hasn’t she gone to the hospital? And she smiled like a black cat out for an evening prowl.

      Placing Savanna’s hat on the post, she edged her way over to the saddle.  TooTall blocked her.

      “Have what’s his name, Doc Tate, have him put the horse down. Tonight.”

      “Why?”

      She tossed her blond locks and sneered for a second before a saucy smile rose to her lips. TooTall’s stomach crawled up his throat.

      “I’m getting out of the horse business.”

      Savanna wouldn’t want him put down, no self-respecting horseman would. Can’t kill a horse because it had been spooked. Stupid woman.

      TooTall narrowed his gaze. “I’ll take him.”

      "No. He's too dangerous."

      Doc Tate strode up behind the crazy stepmother. “The horse goes nowhere until I have him checked out.”

      She glared at the vet. “I'll have my own vet do it. Hands off. Excuse me, I have to talk to the press.” Smoothing her hair, she stalked down the aisle as if the night’s events were nothing.

      TooTall turned his attention back to Spirit. “I hope she steps in horse shit.”

      Doc Tate checked over the stallion, paying attention to the scratch on his back. “She made a bee-line here as soon as the ambulance left. And her tears sure dried up fast as soon as the photographers quit taking pictures.”

      “Uh, huh. I’m sleeping in here tonight. I’m not leaving Spirit alone. That lady’s up to something.” TooTall worried. The gossipers had whispered that Savanna wasn’t breathing on her own and that she was paralyzed. But, he’d seen her move. Something didn’t add up.

      Doc Tate continued examining the tack. “I have a better idea.”

      TooTall grabbed Savanna’s hat off the post and wound it through his fingers. The only connection he had to her.  Perhaps it would come in handy.
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        * * *

      

      Savanna couldn’t open her eyes or move. Voices ebbed in and out. Machines beeped with each thud of her heart. Hours past, or days, she couldn’t be sure.

      She’d not heard her stepmother’s voice since the accident.  Vanessa had asked if she was ok.   Her toes had moved then, so had her legs and arms. That had all stopped after a sharp prick to her arm when Vanessa had turned her.

      It had felt like a needle, but that didn’t make sense.

      Vanessa’s private physician, Doctor Collins, had been in and out. A grumpy male nurse had argued with him when he hadn’t noted what meds he’d injected into her IV.

      Which brought her back to the voices in her room, or what she assumed was a room. Each one distinct, soothing and all male.  Seven of them.  They moved her, checked her blood pressure, spoke to her and comforted her.

      “She’s not moved on her own yet.” Male voice number one.  “I think she’s doped up. I don’t like this.”  The dopey male. He complained about Doctor Collins, all the time.

      Savanna didn’t like Doctor Collins either. He’d tended her father after his heart attack before he died.

      Someone sneezed. Voice number two. No… wait, that was funny. Someone sneezed number two!

      “Morning!” A sing-songy high pitched male voice. Number three. “More flowers for our guest.”

      “She’s not a guest. She’s a patient. Have you seen where you work?” Grumpy number four.

      Someone tucked the covers tightly over her. “She should be in a hospital by now. Not stuck in a county clinic.”

      Wait. This isn’t a hospital? Fear churned in her gut.

      “Ugh. My allergies.” Sneezy voice, number two, again. “Did someone buy out a flower shop?”

      Savanna could smell them. Lots of roses. She loved white roses.

      Someone yawned. “My shifts almost over.” He’d said that a while ago. Number five, the sleepy guy.

      Her shirt parted. A cold disk. Then an eyelid was pulled open. “Savanna, can you hear me?”  The young man who introduced himself as a physician assistant. Why weren’t there other doctors?

      I’m stuck in here. Help.

      The heart monitor pinged.

      Don’t panic.

      “She’s so pretty.” Aww, the bashful one finally spoke. Lucky number seven, He’d been in the room for a while.

      “It’s odd that the stepmother wanted her own doctor to take care of her and he just comes in and gives her a shot.” Grumpy? “And why haven’t they moved her to a proper hospital?”

      Yes! Yes! It makes no sense.

       “Doctor Collins gave me hell for putting her on a ventilator.” The PA?

      Why? It’s helping me breathe.

      Heels clicked on the floor. Jack Daniels and that awful perfume wafted on the still air.  Ugh. Nausea clogged her throat. “What are you doing here?  Only my personal physician can examine her.”

      Why?  I don’t like him.  I want a different doctor.

      “It’s my opinion that she’s not brain dead.” The PA?  

      Brain dead? Nope. Don’t they have machines that check for that? In a freaking real hospital? Get. Me. Out. Of. Here.

      “My physician is world class. You’re just a nurse or something.”  A bitchy pause. “And she’s not your patient.”

      “I admitted her. I’m studying to be a physician assistant. I’ve had training.”

      “I won’t have you dissing my orders. Leave us.” Rubber shoes squeaked on the floor.  Vanessa’s heels tapped, coming closer.

      Ugh. How much Jack Daniels did you bathe in?

      Vanessa’s hand smoothed the hair out of her face.  She placed a kiss to her forehead and sighed. “I’m sorry, Savanna.  You won’t last long here.”

      Talk to me, Vanessa.  What’s going on?  Why haven’t I been moved to a hospital?

      Her heels clicked on the floor moving away from the bed.

      Vanessa?
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        * * *

      

      TooTall closed the barn door behind Doc Tate’s clinic.  The drive had been heart throbbing. Yep, he’d rustled two horses and stole them.

      Hopefully, he wouldn’t hang. Naw, these days you just go to jail for rustling horses.

      Not someplace he’d like to visit.

      The ground sagged under his boots after the dowsing rain earlier.

      Doc Tate waited by the fence, a cheroot glowed from his lips. “Just got off the phone with the county clinic. Seems they’re concerned about Savanna. There was a DNR there before she arrived and they’re refusing to send her to a proper hospital.  This whole thing stinks.”

      Doc Tate propped his leg up on a log and sighed. “We have to do something. I know that horse was poisoned. He was fine at check-in. Sheriff Bills can’t do anything without some type of proof, but by then it may be too late for Savanna.”

      TooTall shifted. He couldn’t let Savanna die.  He needed facts though, ones they could give to Bills. He grinned, smacking his hat on his leg.  “I have an idea. I just need a little help. Light the firepit and prepare a help blessing for me. I’m gonna dream walk with Savanna.”

      He strode over to the truck and retrieved Savanna’s hat. He wound it through his fingers and sighed. He’d help in any way that he could.

      Darkness surrounded him except for the glow from inside the tipi in the distance.

      “Are you ready?” Doc Tate motioned towards the woods.

      TooTall hugged Savanna’s hat to his chest, hoping he could make a connection through it.

      “Yeah.” As ready as I’ll ever be.

      The moon peeked between fluffy clouds lighting their way. Heaviness settled into TooTall’s heart.  What would happen if he failed?

      Trudging up the dark hill, shadows ebbed under the trees. A sure sign the spirits were watching.

      TooTall didn’t really know what he was getting himself into. Dream-walking with someone else? Could he pull it off? Would she agree to follow him?

      He wound Savanna’s hat through his hands. The only thing he had of hers.

      Sure, he’d spirit walked with others occasionally, but he’d known them. He’d, felt their body near his. And they’d given their permission.

      Outside the tipi, Doc Tate lit a smudge stick and blew the smoke over his body. TooTall stripped off his shirt.  “You haven’t eaten in a day, right?”

      TooTall nodded, taking off his boots.

      Doc Tate led him inside after his pants came off. The fire burned high. The heat sizzled as Doc Tate added herbs to the flames. “Relax and find her.”

      TooTall settled down on the floor and grabbed a pillow for his head. A blanket smacked him in the gut. He shuffled the cloth around him, then grabbed Savanna’s hat and laid down.

      Fear raced along his veins.  Dampening it the best he could, he inhaled slowly, filling his lungs then relaxed.

      Doc Tate lit another sage stick and circled it above TooTall. The fire crackled, sending the scent of burning oak into the air.

      A Navajo prayer sprung from Doc Tate’s lips.  “Hózhóogo naasháa doo. Shitsijí’ hózhóogo naasháa doo”  

      TooTall emptied his mind of all thoughts but Savanna. Sapphire eyes, dark hair, ruby lips and the palest skin.

      Ghostly drums ebbed through his consciousness, adding strength to the rushing blood pulsing through his veins.

      “Shikéédéé hózhóogo naasháa doo. Shideigi hózhóogo naasháa doo.”

      TooTall let himself go.  In his hands, he kept Savanna’s hat close to his heart.

      “T’áá altso shinaagóó hózhóogo naasháa doo. Hózhó náhásdlíí.’”

      Slowly, his spirit flowed out of him seeking direction.  The hat. He grabbed it in his dream body and flew out of the tipi.

      Find the owner.

      “Hózhó náhásdlíí’. Hózhó náhásdlíí’. Hózhó náhásdlíí.’”

      He raced through the air. Trees, buildings, roads, they all blurred together at dizzying speeds.

      A small country clinic sprung before him, weaving through the halls, the hat dragged him right to through the narrow halls.  He stopped for a moment as males chatted around an office.  Savanna’s medical records lay open on a desk.

      Highlighted in red a DNR order.  The timestamp circled.  Seven-thirty?  Hadn’t that been just after the events began?  How had it been sent over to the clinic so fast?  

      TooTall couldn’t shuffled the paperwork, but he could make out other things.  An order not to move her from a Doctor Collins.  Another slip of paper stating that Vanessa Gray would be her guardian in case of an accident.

      Two men argued over the paperwork, echoing his questions.  “Who sends a DNR the second someone is injured?  And who has it on hand?  How’d they get our fax number?”

      He left the two men and followed the hat to Savanna’s bedside.  Now, it wasn’t just a question of who harmed the horses.  Now it was a question of who wanted Savanna dead.

      A man sat at her side, reading to her. His voice, a bare whisper as he read The Wizard of Oz.

      Her body sunk into the bed. Her aura glowed gray with tinges of black. Depression and possible death.  Her lovely skin had taken on a gray hue.

      Doc Tate thought the horse had been tampered with. If he could prove that, then he’d get Sherriff Bills to investigate Savanna’s accident.  Perhaps Bills could get a court order reversing the DNR order until they figured this out.

      First, he couldn’t scare her. Pants wound up his legs, then his shirt. It wouldn’t be nice to meet the lady naked, now would it?

      He placed his hand on her forehead and begged the ancient spirits to help him.
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        * * *

      

      A tug startled Savanna. Her insides quivered. Was this the end? The tug turned into a yank as she fought for her life. She didn’t want to die. She flew through the air over the land and into a quiet barn then plunked down.

      Her eyes sprung open. Her horse, Spirit, stood in front of her in a strange barn. A young man with dark hair that cut across his chin, smoldering eyes and high cheekbones smiled. TooTall?

      Jeans melted to his body showing every fit curve. She’d seen him just before the barrel competition and had regretted not speaking to him. Their eyes had locked across the arena and he’d calmed her fears.

      “I thought this would be the best place for you.”

      A sob escaped her. “I’m dead?”

      Leaning against the post, he shook his head. “No. I’m a Dream Walker. Name’s TooTall. If you were dead, I couldn’t have brought you here.”

      She ran her hands over Spirit. He sidestepped then settled down. “Why am I here?”

      “I think your accident was on purpose.”

      “What?” Savanna hissed.

      TooTall took off his hat and ran his hands through his silky dark hair. “Just a gut feeling.”

      Savanna’s head tilted to the side. “I may not be Vanessa’s favorite person, but we get along. It could have been anyone.  Another competitor.”

      “I think she messed with your saddle in the box. There was something sharp under his tack.”

      Savanna pulled Spirit’s head down and kissed the white patch of fur on his forehead.  Who would want her dead?  It didn’t make sense.  What would Vanessa have to gain?

      TooTall’s deep timber pulled her out of her thoughts. “She wanted Spirit put down, but I took him away.”

      An eyebrow raised of its own accord as her gaze locked with the darkest brown eyes. “Don’t let her.”

      TooTall’s smooth voice calmed her fears. “Right now, we’re saying that we brought him here for testing if we’re caught.”

      “We?” Savanna didn’t see anyone else.

      “Doc Tate. He’s a Navajo medicine man.”

      She remembered him. Nice guy who never talked unless it concerned her horses. “Where is my other horse, Strider?”

      “He’s safe, too. Over there.” TooTall nodded towards the right.

      Savanna edged over and studied Strider. Her voice came out in the barest of whispers. “I’m on life support.”

      TooTall nodded.

      She gulped, not wanting to say the words. “I’m so scared. Why aren’t I in a hospital?”

      Tears flowed down her face. Strong arms enveloped her in a hug. She hid her face in the folds of his shirt and cried. His hands stroked her back, and quiet foreign words soothed her.

      “I don’t want to die.”

      TooTall pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Neither do I, Savanna. Neither do I.”

      Sobs escaped her. TooTall held her closer, his hands ran up and down her spine, settling her nerves.

      His breath whispered over her skin. “I have to ask you. What was that red thing in your stepmother’s hand when you fell?”

      Savanna slipped out of his arms and immediately regretted it. “My stepmother wore it all the time before my father died. It’s a gaudy huge apple.”

      “Why would she take it off when you fell?”

      Savanna shrugged. “I don’t know, but she pricked me with something, then I couldn’t move.”

      TooTall grabbed her arm and pulled her around.  His voice lowered. “Who inherits when you die and is it a lot?”

      The brownest of eyes held her attention. “I don’t have a will.”

      His arms wound around her, pulling her into a warm embrace. “Did you ever sign a Do Not Resuscitate order?”

      Fear coursed down her spine in icy shivers. “Absolutely not. Why do you ask?”

      TooTall pulled away, brushing a tear off her cheek. “Just asking.  Is Vanessa your guardian?  Have you ever signed papers about that?”

      The questions unnerved her.  “No. I’m over eighteen.”

      “I have to go.”

      No! I have too many questions and I’m so lonely.  “Please, can’t I stay a little longer?” This is so freeing, walking, talking. Being with someone who cares for me and wants me to live too.

      And why the questions? And why did all the answers go back to Vanessa? And why won’t he answer my questions?

      Because he’s afraid for me.  Someone wants me dead, and he thinks it’s her.

      Strong arms wrapped around her again, bringing her against his strong body. His heart beat wildly under his shirt. “I’ll come back for you. I swear. Just give me some time.”

      Please do. I don’t know how much longer I can tolerate the emptiness.

      The barn faded to black.  She couldn’t open her eyes or move.  A prisoner in her own body.  Bashful read a story. His voice light and playful as he read the end of the The Wizard Of Oz.

      If only she had ruby slippers and a good witch who could take her home.

      Her tummy rolled over and gurgled.  Someone wanted her dead and she was helpless to stop them.  She didn’t do helpless well.  But here, stuck in her body, she had to depend on someone else to save her.  Bile rose in her throat.

      Move legs. Move.
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        * * *

      

      TooTall snapped awake.  Woodsmoke and sage coated the air.  The ozan ruffled in the wind at the top of the tipi.

      “Did it work?”

      He nodded. “Yep. I think Savanna was poisoned. The DNR order is fake and so is the guardianship papers.”

      Doc Tate smacked his hat on his leg. “Christy just brought me the report. The horse had been given chestnuts.”

      “Your wife figured this out?”

      Doc Tate grunted. “She called Grandfather and asked him. I would have never looked for it.”

      TooTall ran a hand through his hair. “What do we do now?”

      “I’ll go to Sheriff Bills with my findings.”

      “Tell him to look for Vanessa’s apple pin and test it. That’s what she pricked her with. She might have killed Savanna’s father too.” TooTall was sure of it. Vanessa needed prescription drugs to pull this off and a helper who knew their way around hospital protocol.

      “We have to figure out what she used, or we might not be able to cure her.”

      TooTall pulled the blanket back over him. “Call the county clinic. Have them keep Doctor Collins away if they can. Put some laxatives in his coffee. That should keep him busy for a while.”

      “Chocolate sennoside. Good idea.” Doc Tate stood up. “What are you going to do?”

      “Keep a lady company.” TooTall smiled.  He wanted nothing else in life right now but to spend time with Savanna. “You find out what she’s been poisoned with and hurry.  I doubt Vanessa would want to keep her alive for long. The more people around Savanna, the more chances of their plan being foiled.”

      “Do you need help getting back to her?”

      TooTall let his mind settle. “Nope, found her once.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Savanna cried quietly to herself. The grumpy nurse continued to read The Wizard of Oz to her and she tried to concentrate on the story, she really did. But the freedom she’d had in the barn just reminded her that she couldn’t move.

      Time ticked by. Seconds, minutes, who knew how long? Once The Wizard of Oz finished, Grumpy sat beside her and held her hand.

      Emptiness enveloped her in the coffin that was her body.

      Hard soles vibrated over the floor. She knew those footsteps. Vanessa’s doctor. “Leave us.”

      Grumpy hissed. “How about I make you another chocolate frappe?”

      Doctor Collins growled low in his throat. “I’m not feeling well.”

      That makes two of us, dumb ass.

      Grumpy’s footsteps faded out of the room. “I’ll fix you up a hot chocolate then. Does a body good you know.”

      The deep voice of Vanessa’s doctor sent fear sparking through her head. “This should keep you comfortable and quiet for a while. You don’t have long to wait.”  

      If I can’t feel anything, why are you giving me something for pain? That makes no sense.

      A tug! TooTall was back. Unless it was death to take her away.

      The smell of roses faded as horses and hay permeated the air. TooTall had come for her as promised. Savanna sighed happily.

      Inside the barn, he smiled. She ran into his arms.  He held her quietly and this silence didn’t bother her. This silence held a promise of movement, life, and the man that had saved her from hours, days, and weeks of emptiness.

      His voice wound deep inside her, creating a need to be alive. To feel the man. To have the man.

      “I saw you riding in the ring earlier this year on Strider. I’ve never seen someone so in tune with their horse.”

      Savanna inhaled horses, earth and man, the best combination. “Strider’s wonderful.” A sob clogged her throat. Doctor Collins said she didn’t have much time left. “Take care of him for me.”

      TooTall tilted her chin upward with strong fingers. His eyes bored into her soul. “You’ll take care of him, yourself.”

      Savanna shook her head. Her lips quivered. “Life support. I can’t move at all.  I’m so scared that something is going on that I don’t understand.”

      “Then I’ll keep you here with me.”

      She stepped away. If she stayed here with him, would that mean that he’d die too? “I doubt you can cheat my death.”

      A smile tugged at his cheeks. “I don’t play fair.”

      “Save my horses, that’s all I ask.”

      TooTall pulled her closer. She’d be leaving her horses in good hands, strong ones that comforted her fears.

      He held her for the longest time, until her tears dried up. Strength poured out of him and into her. Does time have any meaning here? He’s dream walking, so he’s asleep.

      She’d been so alone in her hospital room even with the seven male attendants. Not being able to move drove her insane.

      A horse nickered. Her hands had found TooTall’s back and roamed over taunt muscles.

      “Is your real name TooTall?”

      His breath tickled her ear. “Naw. It’s Setimika.”

      “Does it mean anything?”

      TooTall smoothed her hair from around her face. She leaned back, watching his lips as they moved. “It means Charging Bear in Kiowa.”

      “And you prefer TooTall?”

      He shrugged. “Grandfather. New name. Heritage and all. I had a vision quest.”

      Oh, she’d heard of those. A rite of passage for Native American males. Tilting her head up, she drowned in two dark eyes. “What did you see?”

      “That I was too big for my britches. Grandfather didn’t like the name Too-Big. Didn’t sound right to him.”

      His thumb brushed against her cheek, taking the wet teardrops away. “Why not just Setimika?”

      He shrugged. “Too hard on Anglo tongues.”  His fingers ran over her lips. She leaned into him, gathering strength from his presence. “Kids loved to make fun of it too.”

      Savanna knew about that from childhood, but he had more than a word behind his name. Centuries of warriors’ blood flowed through his body. “You should honor your heritage.”

      His head tilted until their foreheads met. His breath tingled against her skin. Goosebumps rose along her arms. She shivered as her tongue flickered out and licked her lips.

      TooTall groaned. “I want to honor you.”

      Their lips inched so slowly together. At the first gentle touch, she inhaled. His hand cupped her chin, pulling them closer. Savanna pressed her body into his stronger one. Warmth roamed over her back as she sighed into his mouth.

      He pulled back and whispered. “Someone is calling me.”

      No. She didn't want to be alone again.  She'd only had darkness until she'd awakened here. “Can you come back again?” Dare she ask? “Can you stay for a while longer?”

      He smiled. “Anything for you, Savanna.”

      Alive. My last day, or close enough. She didn’t want to be locked in her body forever, unable to move.  Savanna would do anything to spend more time here with TooTall. In the arena, he'd taken her breath away when she’d watched him ride in the male events. She wanted him then. She needed him now.

      Their bodies melted back together. Savanna raised a shaky hand and unbuttoned his shirt.  Her hands ran over the thick muscles that rippled under her touch.

      He led her to an empty stall, out of the way of the spooked stallion. TooTall lowered her into the hay. Slowly, she unbuttoned her shirt and took off her bra while watching his eyes light with fire. On his chest, a large raven tattoo took flight. Near the eye a scar.

      Firm hands circled her breast. Kisses arced along tender skin, as her belly fluttered. His tongue swirled around her nipples, dropping the butterflies deeper.

      He kicked off his boots, stood and dropped his pants. Naked, his firm body glowed in the dim lights. He turned, grabbing a blanket.

      Savanna stopped pulling her pants off and gaped. On his butt, a large black rabbit tattoo with glowing green eyes. She burst out laughing, feeling lighter than she had since her accident.

      TooTall turned, then sighed deeply. “A drunken after-hunt mistake.”

      “Elmer Fudd there too?”

      He placed the blanket on the floor. She scooted over and into his warm arms. Strong hands pulled her close.

      “No Elmer Fudd, just a lovely Savanna spread out before me.”

      She kissed the tender skin around his raven as he shivered under her touch. The green eye puckered the skin like it had been a wound once. A bullet hole.

      “And the raven?”

      TooTall’s darker skin blushed. “A protection and it worked. A bullet got me in Afghanistan, right in the raven’s eye. I swear, the gun was pointed at my head.” Savanna wound her fingers around the healed wound. “My first dream walk. An old spirit told me to get it, said it would keep me safe.”

      She kissed the eye. Goosebumps appeared on his smooth skin. “How is this all so real?”

      TooTall raised her hand, turned it over and kissed her palm. “It’s real because we are.”
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        * * *

      

      TooTall groaned. Every lick of her tongue sent him higher. He didn’t know how much longer he could last.  He didn’t want to tell her about the DNR order. She was scared enough as it was.  If they hadn’t had a connection before all this happened, he wouldn’t be kissing her now.  That wouldn’t have been right, but inside, he knew that she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

      A niggling tug at his brain told him that Doc Tate kept trying to pull him away. He didn’t want to leave, ever. This place was his, and he’d fight to keep Savanna here. Forever. Lowering himself over her, he gazed into her laughing brown eyes. He pressed his lips gently to hers.

      “Do you want me?”

      “Always.”

      That was long enough for him.

      His body fit into hers perfectly. She rocked against him meowing like a black cat after a treat. Long fingers raked over his back as her chin jutted upwards. Her body squeezed around him as she screamed his name.

      His body tensed, waiting for her to finish. Each pulse of her body brought him higher and higher until his seed shot out of him. Groaning, he lowered himself down to the blanket and cuddled her close.  Her hand rose to his cheek and caressed his hot skin.

      TooTall kissed her palm.

      The world dimmed.

      “TooTall? What’s happening?”

      His eyes burst open inside the tipi. TooTall groaned. Savanna had been in his arms. She’d been real, as real as Doc Tate slamming his palm against his cheek.

      Doc Tate’s voice rose. “Damn you, TooTall. Get back here. There’s trouble.”

      Doc Tate smacked him across the face again as he sputtered.

      “It’s about time. I was ready to call Grandfather.”

      Doc Tate removed an IV from his elbow.  When did he get that? Thanks to the Doc, he wasn’t dehydrated and super weak.

      No wood sparked in the firepit.

      “How long have I been gone?” Thirst made his voice scratchy. Doc Tate handed him a bottle of water and a sandwich.

      “Almost three days. Get up and eat this on the way. There’s trouble.” Doc Tate rolled his eyes as the blanket fell away. “And get some pants on. This isn’t the barn.”

      Wobbling, he followed Doc Tate out to the truck. “Did you find anything?”

      “Yeah. We got the apple pin. Savanna was injected with something to paralyze her. An anesthesia drug.”

      TooTall’s lungs expanded. “We can save her?”

      “If we can find some sugammadex and get it to her before they take off the life-support. The clinic doesn’t carry it. Your friends at the clinic have been dosing Vanessa and Doctor what’s his name with laxatives.  He thinks they’ve caught on.”

      They couldn’t be this close and lose her. “Will that cure her?”

      Doc Tate shoved the truck into gear.  Sunlight burst through the windshield. “If she’s not been given anything else.”
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        * * *

      

      Savanna struggled with her body. She wanted to go back to the arms of TooTall and never leave. So many questions begged to be answered. Had he been raised on a Reservation?  Did he feel the same deep connection and pull that wove her to him?

      Now that she was back in the hospital, doubts coated her thoughts. She’d smelled him, made love to him and spoke of her deepest fears. Would she live? She’d sure try. If she survived, she wanted TooTall forever. Days filled with passion, nights filled with dream walks. Together.

      Her eyes refused to open even though she tried until the screaming in her head drove her into an exhausted nothingness. The hissing of the life-support machine drove her crazy.

      The seven men who took care of her came and went, but she was never alone. That gave her a small amount of comfort. Locked in her body, the quiet bothered her the most.

      And the fear that sliced into her brain. Each new step in the room reminded her that someone might want her dead.  Who would have harmed her horse to get at her?  Another competitor?  But that wouldn’t make sense since someone doesn’t want her to go to a hospital.

      But who? And Why?  And who would have the power to keep her at the clinic?

      Rubber soled shoes walked into the room. A lot of them. Her hand was squeezed, a kiss planted on her forehead.

      “Yeah, well.” Grumpy? “She’s the only woman who ever listened to me.”

      Aww, and she hadn’t heard a word.  She must have been with TooTall. If it had been real.  It had to have been.

      A yawn. Her sleepy nurse, the one who never gets enough rest.  “I brought her more flowers.”

      “Ah choo!” Poor sneezy.

      “Shall we say a prayer?”  Her doctor’s deep voice. Hands held hers. A kiss on her knuckle. “We bid you goodbye, dear Savanna. We’ve come to care for you and we hope that we have given you comfort.  You’ve filled a void within us just by being here. We’re sorry we have to let you go. We tried everything.”

      Sniffles? Go?

      Oh, no.

      “I couldn’t get them to drink anymore laxatives. Anyone have any ideas? The court-order says that we can’t interfere, but there has to be something we can do.”

      Court order? What court order!

      No one spoke.  Someone hiccupped.

      Fingers brushed over her forehead.  Another kiss. A tear dropped on her cheek. “I’m so sorry, Savanna. We tried, I swear we did.”

      Heels clicked on the floor. Savanna cringed. Vanessa?  Help me!

      “We’ll take over from here.”

      Don’t leave. Don’t leave. Please. Rubber footsteps faded.

      “It’s time,” Vanessa whispered. Why isn’t she crying?

      Savanna wanted TooTall. The barn, her horses, and her life back.

      A breath whispered across her skin. “Savanna? It’s almost over, then I can be the grieving stepmom, and my status as the queen of the rodeo will be safe.”

      You?  My own stepmother?  All this over your freaking title?

      Get me out of here! TooTall hear me, please.  It was Vanessa.

      A slight kiss to her forehead sickened her. “Don’t worry, dear.  The toxin only caused paralysis. Once the ventilator is turned off, well.  Sorry dear, there can only be one rodeo queen.”

      A hard shoe clacked on the floor. A chair scooted across the noisy tiles.

      Wait. My toe moved.

      Vanessa’s fingers toyed with her sleeve. “Take it out please.”

      Someone dug a snake out of her throat. Old Spice. Doctor Collins.

      “She won’t feel any pain, will she?”  Vanessa asked.

      Doctor Collins unemotional voice shot shivers down her spine. “No.  Just like her father, she’ll go quickly without the ventilator.”

      Savanna screamed inside.

      The hissing stopped. The pinging of the heart-monitor continued. Her breath caught in her throat.

      Anger boiled through her veins, boiling her blood. No. No. No. Put it back. I have to live so I can kill every one of you.

      The heart monitor stopped.

      Silence.

      Dead? No, her breath rose. She fought her lungs, demanding they breathe.

      In.

      Out.

      If I die I will haunt you. I will stay on this earth and make your life a living hell for what you’ve done.  Neither of you will get away with this.  

      In.

      Out.

      “It’s taking a long time, Doctor Collins.”

      Bitch!

      In.

      Push. It. Out.

      “Maybe she needs more Pavulon. I don’t want it too much in her bloodstream in case the medical examiner requests an autopsy.  The muscle paralysis drug might show up.”

      Vanessa held her hand.  Savanna’s mind wanted to reach out and tear her apart. “I thought it causes respiratory arrest?”

      The doctor sighed.  Sighed!  Like this was a freaking problem for him!  “It causes both, but those nitwits put her on a ventilator or she’d already be dead.”

      So, the seven male nurses foiled your plans?  Thank you, guys.

      “Stop!” TooTall’s voice. He’s here. Do something. It’s a drug. Dream walk with me.

      “Who are you?” Vanessa asked. “What’s the vet doing here?”

      A grunt. A crunch. Metal trays clanked on the ground.

      Hit him again!  Beat the crap out of him for me.

      “Vanessa Gray, you and your Doctor are under arrest for attempted murder.” A stranger’s voice, deep and threatening.

      Yes! Thank you. I’ll make sure and visit you in jail, Vanessa.  Not.  You can rot there for all I care.  And guess who’s going to be the star witness?  Moi.

      In.

      Out.

      Don't stop breathing!  Get justice for Dad.

      “Do it now. Hurry.” TooTall yelled.

      In.

      Out.

      Fumbling at her side.  The bed sagged.  Strong hands gripped hers.  A tender kiss pressed against her fingers.  Woodsmoke, horses and the earthy scent of a man. TooTall.

      Her lungs expanded.

      Vanessa screams echoed faintly as if she was far down a hallway. “I’ll call my lawyer. She has a DNR, you can’t touch her.”   

      Oh, she’d love to see the look on that woman’s face.

      A breath caressed her cheeks. A kiss on her lips. Sweet and longing.

      “Open your eyes, Love. Please.” TooTall’s voice pleaded.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      Easier.

      Her eyelids fluttered. Her throat ached. Toes twitched. Her tongue licked her lips.

      Yes!  Chocolate eyes brimmed with unshed tears. A strong jaw. Her eyes had opened to find her dream walker sitting on her bed.  “TooTall.”

      “Yes, my love.” The words held a sweetness along with a promise.  Love.  Yes, she loved the man. The way he moved, the way he cared.  The way he’d saved her.

      “You saved me?”

      He shook his head. “Doc Tate did. Once we proved the horse had been tampered with, Sheriff Bills got a search warrant. He found the apple pin. It hid a small syringe. You were poisoned by a drug they use in executions.”

      Savanna grinned.  Aww, now she’d know exactly how Vanessa would feel before she got her just reward. A death sentence.

      Sighing, Savanna admitted the truth to herself.  She’d plead for leniency.  Life, without parole or the limelight Vanessa so loved so much.

      Savanna shook her head. The room spun, but she refused to close her eyes. “Your kiss saved me.”

      TooTall pressed his lips to hers. “I’ll save you every day. Forever.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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        The Human Thief Steals From me

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Her

      

      

      Poseidon is angry. When he’s this angry, usually someone has to die. Sounds of human laughter and ugly human music drift down through the salty water to our blue crystal halls. Even my grandmother is restless on her bed of heaped pearls. “Trespassers,” she huffs as she wakes from her sleep.

      Everybody can hear the pleasure yacht sitting on the calm surface above, daring to come to our domain, to catch children of the sea for their barbeques on deck.

      Poseidon’s call for vengeance tears through the water. “What belongs to the sea, must be returned to the sea.”

      Already my sisters and cousins stream upwards in a flash of iridescent scales and fins, their hair ripples blue, green and silver. They’re laughing, preparing for death.

      Not me. My grandmother catches my wrist and pulls me back.

      “But Grandmother, I want to--”

      She pulls me down to sit beside her on a gold box encrusted with diamonds. “You’re too young.”

      I’m not, but until I marry, I won’t mature. For three hundred years I’ve been held back in a frozen adolescence, waiting.

      My grandmother brushes her fingers through my pale hair, sweeping it aside, revealing my breasts. “Your nipples are still pink, even your cheeks and lips.” Her own skin, smooth over her belly shows turquoise through her white tresses. “Soon you will marry. And your skin will mature into a healthy colour.”

      My sisters and cousins, all of them married, are allowed up to the surface. Their beautiful voices swirl around the melody of Neco’s violin. Others, too, must have arrived from other corners of our kingdom. Terpsichore and Calliope’s enchanting voices twin and twirl, dizzyingly sweet.

      I shrug my hair back to hide my embarrassingly pale breasts. “But I want to do my duty too, protecting the sea from harm.” I look around at all the treasures won from humans. “And my voice is just as beautiful, and –”

      “More.” She interrupts me. “Your voice is sweeter than any I ever heard, my darling.” She kisses my forehead. “Be patient, you’ll be married soon.”

      I’ve been waiting a long time because my pinkness hasn’t attracted suiters. I was starting to despair when at last Vosiro son of Osiris came from foreign seas and offered. And even though his eyes hardened, and his azure lips thinned with distaste when he looked at me, I accepted him.

      He’s busy now, blowing icy winds along northern seas, so I wait for him to find time to come and wed me.

      My grandmother glances up. The water above us swirls; it’s Cyclops dancing a whirlpool under the ship. The humans don’t escape because sirens’ singing blinds human eyes to danger.

      In no time, it’s all over. A sword, decorated with mother of pearl, floats down. It’s followed by bangles made of coral that was once alive before the humans cut it from its mother.

      My sisters flash down, each with an armful of velvets and jewels sparkling in the defused light. More gold chains and jewels trickle down through the waves; the sea has claimed what was stolen and a lot more besides. We’ve learnt much about humans and their lives from the spoils that fall from ships.

      “Oh, Grandmother. So funny. A royal yacht.” My sister Aciona dances, a stream of tiny air bubbles in her wake. “They had an opera diva with them. Not happy when we started our singing.”

      “Could you understand their speech?” I ask.

      “We can understand all human speech,” my grandmother answers. “But humans don’t understand us, or even the languages of their own neighbours on land.”

      “They were so arrogant hanging over the sides trying to catch a glimpse of us. All rich garments and stupid faces.” Nereides spreads her catch at my grandmother’s feet. A velvet cloak with lapis lazuli buttons, a hair clip with orange tourmaline and a mirror with a mother of pearl handle.

      My grandmother gives me a little push. “Go, child. Claim what you like.”

      I hide my irritation and swim out through the portal. Child, Girl, Little One, The Pink One or even her, that’s what everyone calls me. I’m a nobody till I marry.

      I kick with my fins and float up.

      Rich jewels, silver cups and gold coins fall down past me; none of it takes my fancy. I want something special, something beautiful that no one else has.

      Then I see it.

      A halo of gold like the sun. It ripples in the water.

      It’s a beautiful mass of golden curls; they shine in the weak light.

      I don’t know what holds me frozen in the slow current, looking up as a man, a human man, floats down towards me, his arms flop limply, his rich garments fill with water and balloon around him. A passing current turns him, like a sleeping dancer, and his face comes into view.

      Oh, Goddess! He is beautiful. I’m sure his spirit will become an angel when it leaves him. His eyes are closed. A single air bubble escapes his parted lips; it sits for a moment on the corner of his pale mouth then floats away.

      He is dying.

      As it should be.

      This trespasser invaded our kingdom on his loud, rough pleasure boat. This thief dined on fish sprinkled with salt. He enjoyed caviar. The buttons on his sleeves are pearls taken from our waters. It is right that he should die.

      He drifts down past me. His hand, long graceful fingers decorated with fine gold rings, bobs slowly as if waving goodbye.

      He’s almost gone, only his golden hair visible in the dark deep. I flip and dive after him, cleaving the water with my hands. His arm floats above his head. I catch it.

      Instantly his descent stops.

      I pull.

      He rises into my arms. His head falls back exposing a trim blond beard and a smooth neck, an Adam’s apple sharply outlined against skin already turning blue. His arms drape over my back as his head flops on my shoulder.

      I breathe into his mouth. A long breath. I am the daughter of a sea goddess; my breath will last him a long time.

      The blue tinge recedes from his skin. I place my lips on his soft ones and breathe again.

      Did I imagine this or is he warmer? I’ve heard tell of this human warmth. Their blood burns too hot for the sea. Already his skin is warmer than mine, but he is still unconscious and weak. My grandmother said I could claim what I liked. This man, although forbidden, is more beautiful to me than all the other treasures.

      We swim back up to our crystal halls, he like a sleeping angel in my arms. There is a hidden side-fissure in the coral wall which leads into a narrow citrine passage. I have to hold him very close to me as we swim through it. At last we come out into my chamber.

      I lay him on my own bed, a soft heap of glittering quartz sands mixed with opals and amethysts.

      The large silver plated mirror, the one claimed from the last ship to be sunk, is wide as a wall, and I pull it in front of my bed to hide him.

      My sisters are laughing upstairs in the hall. “Where is little sister? What treasure could have taken her so long to catch?”

      Oh, no.

      I hadn’t thought about this. What can I show for my trip?

      I look around my chamber. They know all my possessions. There has to be something new to show them.

      I dart behind the mirror to my human. His coat is rich with treasures. Gold braid loops through its epaulettes. Pinned to his chest is a ruby medal shaped like a cross, and a dragon hangs from the heavy gold chain about his neck. I lift it over his head, ease the rings from his fingers then peel his coat off him quickly. With everything clutched to my chest, I slink back out through the citrine passage and into the open water so I can enter by the main gate.

      “We were worried about you.” My grandmother welcomes me, concern in her face.

      “I was looking for something new.” I spread my treasures.

      Aciona examines the dragon crest with sapphire eyes. “Not your usual taste.”

      I shrug, doing my best to look carefree. How long will my breath last in his chest before he begins to die again?

      Cousin Illiathie holds the uniform up. “How did you get this?”

      “What belongs to the sea must be returned to the sea.” I say looking anywhere but at her.

      “I remember the man who wore this, he laughed and pointed when we danced near the ship. An arrogant one.”

      My grandmother’s clever eyes hold mine. “What’s wrong?”

      “I want to sleep. I swam too far and the light was too bright.”

      “I told you, my child, you are too young to go to the top? Did you break water?” She touches my face. “You are too warm. Your cheeks are pinker than usual.”

      “The sooner she marries—” Aciona is busy trying on the rings. “—the sooner she can turn a proper colour.”

      “I only went high enough to see the sun above the waves.”

      “Never do that again. Not until you marry.” My grandmother looks at me with calculating eyes. She understands too much. “Vosiro will claim you soon, my child.”

      He’ll also give me a name to define my role. To make me like him. Azure-skinned Vosiro works with Poseidon raising storms to deter humans from sailing.

      I dip my head to hide my eyes.

      “Go and sleep.” She waves me away.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Her

      

      

      I am back just in time. I dive behind the mirror and lift his head in my hands. He is pale, almost translucent, his lips are cold. I breathe into him once. Then twice. A long breath. His lips warm slightly. He should be safe now, for an hour at least.

      I settle on the quartz sands and look at the rest of him. His skin is creamy, and fine golden hairs scatter over his chest. Slowly I lay my hand between his collar bones, feel down his breast bone.

      Something hits my palm and I snatch it away, shocked.

      What was that?

      I try again, my hand shaking. As soon as my palm lies below his left breast, there it is again. A strong hammer below his flesh.

      His heartbeat is so strong. How can that be? Our own hearts beat soft and slow.

      Perhaps he is afraid.

      There were legends of humans, night-time stories we heard as children gathered around our grandmother, luminescent jellyfish glowing in the dark. She told us that death did not come to humans like a friend. They met it like an enemy and fought it, and when it defeated them, they were overcome with fear and anger.

      On this man’s beautiful golden face are memories of Cyclone’s whirlpool. Confusion, terror, pain. The emotions travel from his heart to my palm, and feelings new to me make my throat constrict.

      I cannot let him suffer. So I stretch next to him, and move my lips to his ear. He needs peace and rest, so my first choice is a song of beauty, of the morning light in our crystal halls. I sing to him until fear leaves his face, until tension seeps out of his body.

      He has legs inside his trousers and boots, long legs like the marble statues that sometimes sink to the deep.

      His chest under my hand grows cooler; he needs me to breathe into him again. I put my lips over his, pull his chin to open his mouth and blow a long soft breath. Instantly warmth spreads through him and fills his lips.

      He doesn’t need more but something keeps me going.

      His heartbeat doubles in force against my chest and his mouth moves against mine.

      His tongue, hot, slides between my lips.

      Oh, Mother Goddess.

      Surprise pushes me away from him, confused.

      His eyes are still closed, but his mouth is slightly open. The tip of his tongue touches his lower lip then the upper, searching for something.

      I don’t know what to do, so I lie next to him again and choose another song. The sweetness of night, the music of stars reflected deep into the oceans, the protection of sea spirits, all of them weave through my melody. My voice has changed since I started singing for him; it flows pearlescent and soft like moonlight. His head on my arm grows heavy. His legs spread, but a bulge between them seems to have swelled. And always that tongue searching for something along the seam of his lip.

      Does he need more breath?

      Surely I have given him enough.

      As soon as I breathe for him again, his lips hold my mouth, his tongue slides in, still searching, sweeping over my tongue twirling with it. Even in sleep, his mouth is strong; it takes my lips and won’t give them back.

      His arms, heavy with sleep, are around me gathering me closer until my breasts are pressed to his hot skin. And holy Goddess, he is hot. His mouth burns, but I cannot pull free.

      This is my sin.

      Bringing a human thief into our halls, now he has stolen something from my mouth. I don’t know what, but it’s in his mouth and I want it back.

      He tastes sweet, not like our salty world, but I like it. Goddess help me, I want him to take more from my mouth.

      The water eddies violently around us.

      Poseidon is coming.

      The human in my arms is too hot. His eyes flutter as I shift away from him.

      He awakens, eyes dazed, but they are blue like new topaz. I should go but can’t stop looking at his eyes.

      He pulls me back. His mouth finds my lips and suckles. Strong tremors run down my body as he takes my hand and drags it down to press between his legs. There’s a hard serpent under his garments.

      Even as I slide my own tongue into his mouth to taste him, the water swirls and Poseidon’s roar fills the world.

      “There is a living human in my kingdom.” Angry thunder shakes the crystal walls, diamonds and amethysts fall from my ceiling.

      Poseidon has never come to our halls. His presence is a compelling force that tears me from the arms of the man. His eyes stare at me, confused, but I can’t explain. My throat constricts as if caught by a squid’s tentacles. Helpless against the call of Poseidon, my body whips through the crystal passages and up into our great hall. My sisters whoosh in from their rooms too.

      Poseidon hovers above our entrance-arch. The waters rush around him in a maelstrom of bubbles, torn weeds and helpless fishes.

      My grandmother is upright before him. I don’t know how she is not pulled into the vortex that surrounds him. Her silver hair that normally hangs down to the ground now whips above her head in the crazy waters.

      “Nerites!” He bellows at her. “You dare defy me? I shall make of your bones a powdery sand for the worms to burrow in.” His voice shakes more gems from our ceiling which rain down on us.

      I am on the floor, pressed into a tight ball unable to even whimper.

      Somehow, my grandmother voice is steady. “The Lord of the Sea may do with my bones as he wishes, but he should have a care how he speaks to the daughter of Aphrodite in her own halls.”

      “I speak as I see fit when your halls coruscate with the heat of a human. His path glows a red trail to your waters.”

      Every word flays me with shame. I should have known the Gods would sense a hidden man.

      “My family are the children of deities.” There is quiet pride in my grandmother’s answer. “The blood of Olympus runs in their veins. None of us break the Code of the Seas. If a sinking sailor is caught in the coral and trapped in our outer tunnels, he will soon die and be eaten by the scavengers.”

      The God raises his arm; lightning cracks from the finger he points at us. “Your halls, your tunnels and your waters are your responsibility. A living human in the deep disturbs the balance of our realm. Do not wait for the scavengers.”

      My grandmother bows low and remains bent with her hair cascading around her until Poseidon spirals away in a blaze of blue light.

      Gradually the waters settle and the press of the God eases so I am able to lift my head. My sisters already rise from the floor, but I still tremble.

      My grandmother turns to us, her face set and rigid. “All of you, back to your beds.” She sweeps her arms at my sister and cousins, but not at me.

      I wait.

      She doesn’t look at me until everyone has melted out of the grand hall. Then she fixes me with her sapphire gaze.

      I am motionless like the glass column behind me.

      Grandmother glides over to me. She strokes a long, cool finger down my cheek over my lips. I dare not meet her eyes. Her hands sweep away the hair from my body and she brushes her thumb over my too sensitive nipple.

      I cannot hide the shudder that runs through me.

      “Where is he?” she asks. “Why did you save him?”

      I cannot answer, but my lips tremble.

      He voice softens. “Child, you are pink all over, and feverish. This is dangerous.”

      I nod miserably.

      “Look at me.”

      When I lift my eyes to her, she holds my gaze for a long time, reading something inside me.

      “Get rid of him. He belongs to the Gorgons of the deep.”

      The Gorgons?

      My heart falls. Even we, whom no sea creature can harm, even we steer far clear of the Gorgons.

      No, not them, please.

      My hands twist together, but a headshake is all the answer I can give.

      “No good will come of your pity. You save injured dolphins and crushed Linnaeus, you cradle weak baby whales and nurse them back to life. We indulge you because you are still young.”

      I bite my lip.

      “It’s time you grew up.”

      “Yes, Grandmother.”

      “Vosiro will come for you, soon.”

      “Yes, Grandmother.”

      “You must be worthy of him.”

      “Yes, Grandmother.”

      “Helping a human is a betrayal of the sea.”

      I whimper.

      “You have brought shame on these halls, and the rage of Poseidon.”

      I hang my head and turn to go. But her hand captures my chin and turns me around to face her.

      “Child, we are not free of the bonds of the sea, the unbreakable rules set on us all. I can’t protect you if you indulge every childish whim that comes into your head. Clean this useless pity from your heart and harden yourself.” She kisses my cheek. “Go now, and release this human to the deep. Then sleep until you are cool again; your cheeks are too hot.”

      I swim back to my room, slowly, as if the water has thickened around me, my body stiff and heavy.

      When I eventually reach him, he is unconscious again; the flush is gone from his face. Soon he will turn white, then blue. And he will be alone.

      I slide one arm under his large back, the other beneath his knees and lift him off my bed. The imprint of his body remains in the sparkling quartz sands, his long human legs clearly outlined.

      My throat tightens around a hard lump.

      Out again through the citrine passage where it narrows, pressing him to me. His heart beats against my own chest, still alive. He floats easily, one arm swings uselessly at his side, the other falls around my shoulders almost clinging.

      Too soon we emerge from the coral fissure and begin our descent towards the deep. My grandmother expects me to let him sink alone, but I can’t.

      If he must die, at least let him not go like humans do, in fear. Let my songs carry him.

      Pressing my lips to his ear, I sing a dream of opals and amethysts on a bed of quartz sands. The melody is pure crystal shading to pink.

      I have never harmed anything. All I want is to bring peace, to heal and protect. This man in my arms may be our enemy; but here, alone in the sea, he needs protection. The deeper I take him, the less light there is and his golden hair barely shines anymore. Not even my song can stop his lips paling to white. Salt water ebbs in and out of his open mouth, his tongue is unmoving.

      Only the Gorgons will taste him now in the blackness of the deep.

      I close my eyes and think only of my song, of clean sunlight catching golden hair, of sweetness and life.

      Of its own will, my tail flexes. It rolls me upside down until my head points up towards the light. I close my eyes and refuse to think as I push the water hard, and we rise.

      Soon, the warmer currents tell me we are near the surface. Too dangerous for me, but if I leave him he will sink again, so I swim.

      Time flows differently for us below the water so, I have no idea how much time has passed since the shipwreck. I open my eyes but there is no sun above; it’s night, thank the Gods. Moonlight would be gentler on my delicate skin.

      I gather my courage and swim into the shallows. The water is not even high enough to cover us both. He needs to be in the air. It will not harm him, he is human. So I roll us until he is above me.

      The waves break and foam not far away. Dry sand, dull and unsparkling.

      I touch my lips to his one last time then launch him with all my strength and send waves after him to carry him to the dry sand.

      He lands on his back, water barely laps at the heels of his boots.

      I swim to a small jetty, hold on to a wooden beam, and do the most frightening thing I have ever done. I raise my head above the water.

      It’s cold suddenly. Air rushes over my skin, raising tiny pimples. Otherwise, I am unharmed.

      Nearby, there are men tending boats, repairing fishing nets. They see him and rush closer. Loud grating voices.

      “The prince.”

      “Is it really him? The prince.”

      “He’s alive!”

      “After a month at sea?”

      Even from my hiding place, the heat of their emotions, their joy and surprise, burns the air.

      “A miracle.”

      “Carry him to the palace.”

      “Call the royal guards, Prince Clarence is alive.”

      In a cluster they all walk away, their prince carried high.

      I am shivering. Alone in the sea which seems very quiet after the loud human voices. The waters around me are cold and empty. I turn away and dive to start the long, long journey back.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Him

      

      

      I am the invisible prince.

      Somebody is in my room. There are no candles but I can smell her perfume as she sheds her clothes in a rustle of silk. My bed covers pull as a soft naked body slides in beside me.

      “Your Royal Highness,” she whispers. “I have a confession. I have loved you too long, I can’t resist any more.” The rest of her ‘confession’ is lost in rapid kisses she rains on my face and chest.

      I’ve heard this confession before. Last night. And the night before. A different lady every night for two years now.

      Not long ago, the same ladies would have turned their faces away and pretended not to see me.

      Courtiers referred to me as the dark one, or the bastard, as if they couldn’t see me standing in the same room.

      I was invisible.

      But two years ago, my father came to the unhappy conclusion that I was the only one of his sons capable of leading an army and he made me commander. Then the royal yacht drowned at sea and the kingdom nearly lost it’s heir. People began to look at me.

      Now, lords bow to me when I pass. Ministers ask my advice about matters of state. Fine ladies try to catch my eye and do their best to flatter me.

      Every woman who climbs under my covers and into my arms sees a possible chance for position and advancement for her and her family. She hopes I like her enough to make her a favourite mistress, or better, perhaps a wife.

      I’m more invisible than ever.

      Long ago, when I was a small boy, my father took me riding. Just the two of us. As we crested a cliff overlooking the village, we saw a fisherman returning from sea with his catch. His wife ran to welcome him. She used the hem of her dress to scrub the salt from his face and neck.

      My father turned to me. “That man is richer than his king.”

      I didn’t understand. “How?”

      “My son, remember this. The flattery you receive because you are royal is worth less than the salt wiped from that fisherman’s brow. My wife only loves me because I made her queen. Had I not worn the crown, she would have given herself to another just as eagerly.”

      I have never forgotten his words, even though nowadays my father never speaks to me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Her

      

      

      Preparations for my wedding and departure keep everyone busy, and the Crystal Halls are more beautiful than ever. Vosiro has let it be known that he will only come for one day. To wed me, to give me a name, then we will leave for wintery shores.

      My sisters and cousins giggle about my coming nuptials. The mating ceremony that will change me. “He will carry you in his arms and feed you three of his scales, One to change your colour, one to change your heart and a third to bind you to him forever.” Cousin Salesia plays with my hair which is still white-gold and pink. “So fine, it’ll be a shame when this turns coarse and wiry like his hair, but at least you will be a wife.”

      Aciona gives me an encouraging smile. “When it is done, he will give you a name to define your new role.”

      Judging by how much time he spends along the northern shores, he’ll probably name me Frostia, or Glaceia.

      I drift in and out unable to take joy from a marriage I had once desperately wanted. The mere thought of my cold-eyed, azure-skinned future husband fills me with dread.

      To clear my head and calm my nerves, I go for long swims far from our halls and the pretty decorations. Somehow, my outings keep taking me to the surface, to that beach, to hide behind the wooden beams of the jetty and watch.

      The air no longer bothers me. If my skin is out of the water long enough, the air begins to feel warm and pleasant and very soft.

      People come from the palace to spend long evenings on the beach. They light fires and enjoy a dark red drink they call wine. They laugh and sing.

      Their voices no longer sound harsh to me. Of course, their songs aren’t as beautiful as ours, but they’re cheerful. I now understand why their instruments chivvy and jog so much. Because humans have legs and they dance, their music is fast and jumpy to match their fast tapping feet. Their dancing generates more heat than the fire.

      But dancing isn’t the hottest thing here. Couples occasionally peel away from the party to walk behind rocky outcrops, shed their garments and tangle together mouth to mouth in searing melting pleasure. I watch from my hiding place just to see their lips and tongues seeking each other’s taste. The memory of the long kisses on my bed is a torment that hardens my nipples painfully and brings a hot flush to my skin.

      I wait for a glimpse of him, but my prince doesn’t come to the beach. Not once. Then, on my last visit, the night before my wedding, I find out the reason for his absence, and the story twists inside me.

      Prince Clarence, the heir to the throne, has been forbidden from ever going near the killing sea. It has been two years since his rescue, and at last, he’s been ordered to find a suitable consort to marry. Ladies, daughters of rich families flock to the palace, each hoping to be the one to capture the prince’s heart. He, however, has spoken to friends of a dream he had when he drowned.

      A dream of a beautiful mermaid singing to him.

      He longs for her voice, and though all the ladies try to enchant him with their songs, none please him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Her

      

      

      It’s my last morning in my bed; Vosiro comes today. I rise before dawn from my bed my arms hugging my body. Dreams of my prince waiting to hear my song have tormented me all night.

      Everyone still slumbers as I slip through the grand hall under strings of beautiful shells. Luminescent yellow-green molluscs line the paths to the jade arch, and hundreds of jellyfish incandescent with blue light hover like chandeliers above my head.

      I must hurry but not to follow the decorated paths prepared for my wedding. Instead I dart to the side and search along the forest of coral until I find it. The hidden black sand trail that leads to the East. My body ripples like a speeding serpent as I fly over the seabed. Rocks and clumps of black and green weeds whip by below me. Once, a kingdom of sea sponge, orange and yellow in beautiful shapes invite me, but I don’t slow down to visit them.

      When Vosiro comes and the marriage is due, the sea itself will pull me back to him. So there’s very little time, and even though my body aches, I cannot stop. I roll myself into a ball and unfurl again hoping to flex more speed from my tired muscles.

      At last the Atlantic Ocean is behind me, the Mediterranean around me, and there, just ahead, I see it.

      The sunken city.

      Stone columns rise around a buried temple, faces of gods carved into them. The yellow and white stones are clean; no moss clings to them. Not even fish come inside the city. A magic, like a bubble of eerie silence keeps all sea life out.

      It keeps me out, too.

      Hovering before the colonnaded walls, and with utmost respect and humility, I shape my request. A thin chant, carrying my desperate need, it flutters like a ribbon between the walls of the lost city and disappears behind a statue.

      A long time passes.

      Silence hangs heavy around me.

      They would be waking at home, looking for me. Soon the call will come and the currents will drag me back.

      Just when doubt and fear nearly defeat me, a low rumbling vibrates inside the city until everything hums and blurs my vision.

      “Who dares to seek Yamm in his own sea?” the question echoes everywhere, the water itself speaks with his voice. Even before his last word has faded, I feel his power. A pull stronger than any current sucks me into the city.

      Stone arches, ornate iron gates and carved columns whip past me; the lost kingdom is awesome and terrible in its beauty. I’m helpless as the power sweeps me deeper towards a dark silver dome at the heart of the city.

      Just before I reach the temple, an invisible hand envelops my face and my vision goes dark.

      When the whirling stops and my eyes clear, I’m in a dark chamber underground. There must be a pocket of air, trapped inside by some magic. The sea only reaches half way up the walls so that my upper body is above the water. A strange orange light illuminates me in a tight spot, but the rest of the hall is dark. Strange gems glint in far corners.

      The god sits opposite me, but I can’t look directly at him. The orange light shines from his face and blinds me.

      “Beware when seeking help from the gods.” Yamm’s voice is like granite mountains grinding together. “Our touch is not gentle.”

      My body shakes so much that my teeth chatter around the words. “Forgive me, I would not have come but for great need.”

      “I know your need, Bride-to-be.” His eyes on me force an image into my mind. Vosiro, dark blue leathery skin and cold gaze.

      No, please no, I don’t want him.

      “You seek to break a betrothal agreed by Poseidon himself?”

      I try to speak but words won’t form.

      “I see pain in you. You have been touched by a man. His trace lies on your skin like a flush. But this prince you follow cannot be yours. You should return to your family and marry your intended.”

      “It is too late for that.” Another powerful voice speaks from behind the orange light. “And do not blind her, brother.”

      The punishing light dims and I can see.

      To Yamm’s right sits a beautiful god, shaped like a man, naked, proud, awesome. His skin is the colour of amber. His gaze travels over me burning like icy fire. My nipples pucker and a shiver runs through me.

      Who is this god that he can do this to me?

      “I am Min, the Lord of Passion.” He rises to his full height. His sex hangs from a nest of curly dark hair. I remember the prince lying in my arms, something hard bulging in his trousers between his legs. Inside me, low in my belly, I feel a hollow ache I don’t understand.

      Min laughs. The sound echoes around the chamber.

      “Do not toy with her.” Yamm’s commanding voice stops both the laughter and the strange feelings inside me.

      “I gave her nothing she didn’t already crave.” Min tips his handsome head, light glinting on the obsidian circle that sits on his brow. “It’s too late. The moment she looked at a human, a seed of hunger grew within her. A need the oceans can never sate.” He turns to face me. “Did no one warn you of the danger to unmarried girls?”

      I shake my head. My grandmother never explained why I was forbidden to go to the surface.

      Min gives me a pitying look. “To proceed with your wedding is to condemn yourself to an eternal hunger.”

      “She’s already condemned to that, “Yamm says. “Prince Clarence is not hers.”

      Yamm’s words hit me with a painful vision of my prince looking at me with disgust as he snatches his hand from mine. A woman in a rich white gown dances with him in a hall bright with candles. His hands stray to cup her bottom and their lips lock in long kisses. I call his name, but he doesn’t hear me.

      Back in the gods’ chamber, I double over in anguish.

      “Marry Vosiro.” Yamm’s voice is harsh. “You’re a mermaid, you belong in the sea.”

      “Vosiro?” A feminine voice, soft, caressing, lightly amused. “Such a cold fate.”

      The glare on Yamm’s left clears to reveal a stunning goddess. She reclines on her throne. A rich red robe the colour of garnets clings to voluptuous curves. Her black hair cascades in rich waves that beg to be touched, and red jewels hang from her ears and about her throat.

      She lays a hand on Yamm’s wrist. “Do not be hard on her, Lord-brother.”

      “It’s what she’s been chosen for.” Yamm says. “Her husband will name her and take her to join in his mission.”

      “He will only use her to lure sailors to their death among the ice. He’ll never love her.” The goddess’ warm eyes study me. “Does she not deserve a choice?”

      For the first time, I dare to hope.

      “I am Ishtar, the Goddess of Love.” She says. “You are brave to come to us, and we admire you for that.” Her words wrap around me, easing my shivers.

      “We can grant you a different future.” Min’s voice is thick, dark and delicious. “Shall we give her passion?” He and the goddess share a glance, then together they turn to me. “Choose.”

      Heat sears within me.

      My mind tumbles with images. Night, candle-light flickers. I lie on a dry floor, hot lips kiss my neck where my pulse beats, a rich deep voice whispers, Atrevita. I am naked in a lake decorated with floating flowers. Teeth bite my earlobe sending tingles all over me. Strong arms snake around me and a ravenous kiss takes my lips, a demanding tongue thrusts into my mouth. A rough chin scrapes down my throat and strong calloused hands grab my breasts. A force like an earthquake pounds into me. My back arches like a bow and I shudder violently over and over.

      “Release her, both of you.” Yamm commands, and the visions gradually fade. “This has gone on long enough.”

      Both Min and Ishtar look to Yamm and I have the impression they are speaking privately.

      At last Yamm nods once than turns back to me. “Very well. Speak girl, now, or return to your family.”

      The heat still fills me, both Min and Ishtar give me encouraging nods.

      I gather my courage, fired up by the last vision, and address Yamm.

      “Mighty Lord, I want to be released from my bonds of the sea. I choose to be free.”

      The word ‘free’ hangs in the silence a long time before Yamm Speaks.

      “Freedom,” he says, “is over rated. It robs you of certainty, and burdens you with choice.”

      His eyes hold me motionless and although he has dimmed his light, the chamber reverberates with power.

      “Choice allows error. Error brings regret, and regret leads to pain. You cannot understand because mer-people feel no suffering. Tears do not exist in the sea.”

      He sweeps a hand through the air. “Look around you at sunken kingdoms. The ruins of nations who fought for freedom and paid the price.” Under his hand, shadows of great cities flash then melt in the orange light.

      I close my eyes and hold on to the memory of my golden prince.

      He dreams of a mermaid singing to him. No lady has managed to enchant him with her voice, yet.

      I open my eyes. “I want legs. I want to walk on dry land.”

      Both Ishtar and Min smile, but Yamm shakes his head, disappointed. “There is a price for breaking Poseidon’s bonds and for rejecting your betrothed.”

      What price could possibly be worse than an eternity among the ice with this unending need inside me?  “I will pay it.”

      He holds my gaze for what feels like an eternity. Only the trickling of water from the ceiling makes any sound.

      Then he rises to his feet towering above me. “Let it be so.”

      On the words, the chamber explodes with fierce light that hits me like a blade of thunder.
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        Her

      

      

      Torture. Something slices viciously through me. Blind, I scream and go on screaming and screaming. An eternity until unconsciousness takes me.

      Everything is black, I’m blind.

      Water laps at me. The torture has faded to a sharp burning in my lower body, where my tail should be. I move slightly and a stabbing pain takes my breath away. I wait till it fades a little. Cool water swirls around tender skin.

      Ankles.

      Calves.

      Thighs.

      Oh thank you, thank you, thank you!

      Someone cradles me in strong arms. I open my eyes. Night. The beach is deserted, the moon has set, and a faint grey smudges the eastern horizon.

      The arms tighten protectively around me.

      I turn to look.

      Ishtar sits in the shallow water with me in her lap.

      “How--?” I ask her but a scratching soreness in my throat prevents any sound.

      She leans down and kisses my forehead. “Gently, child. Your strength will come back, take your time.”

      I ask her with my eyes.

      “One day since you came to speak with us under the sea. Your wedding day has passed. The guests have gone and all the disappointment packed away with the unused gifts.” She scans the sky above us. “But on land it has been a month. You are human, now, and your time runs faster here.”

      I am human?

      Despite the pain, a happy bubble floats inside me and breaks in a grin on my face.

      Ishtar’s eyes do not mirror my happiness.

      “You can never go back. Poseidon’s price for breaking your bond with the sea is eternal exile.” She looks around at the shallow waves around us. “For now, under my protection, you are safe, but soon I have to leave you, and you must be out of the water, or you will melt into the white foam that tips the waves.”

      For ever? I open my mouth to ask but no sound comes out, only that scratchy pain in my throat.

      She nods sadly, and a gentle finger strokes down my throat. “Vosiro, your humiliated fiancé, demanded your voice as a price.”

      Her words make no sense.

      I stare into her large dark eyes.

      She waits for me.

      I try to speak.

      I try to whisper.

      I try to hum.

      Nothing.

      Terrified, I try to sing.

      I keep trying, one song then another, and another, and another.

      But there is only the sound of waves breaking on the sand.

      My voice? He has taken my voice?

      I open my mouth and silent screams rip from me, tearing my chest. Sobs rack my body. The slicing pain in my legs is nothing to this new agony.

      “Child.” She brushes my wet hair away from face. “You said you would pay the price. You chose this.”

      No. No. Not my beautiful songs. Better to die.

      She stops me from diving back into the sea to melt away. She holds my head to her bosom a long time until I stop struggling. Salty drops leak from my eyes and soak her gown.

      “Don’t despair. Min and I didn’t fight for you merely to punish you.”

      My chest and throat convulse around silent hiccups. I wipe at my eyes, but they keep leaking.

      Gently, her fingers wipe my cheeks. “Tears.” She shows me the wetness. “But not for long. We see joy to come. Do not give up hope.”

      Hope has gone from me; it went with my songs.

      “Through our intercession, Yamm has agreed one caveat.”

      Intercession? Caveat?

      “When you embrace the sacrifice you made for the man you love, when you both want nothing else but to lie in each other’s arms in love, then your voice may come back.”

      Before I can process her words, distant bells ring.

      “You had better hurry out of the water. Dawn is nearly here and it’s the Prince’s wedding day.” She tips her head towards the hill. “Those are bells for his imminent marriage. You have little time. Go.”

      Yesterday was my wedding. Today is his. Both weddings must fail.

      My new legs tremble as she helps me stand and walk. Every step sends shooting pains. I stumble and fall and she helps me up again. I lean on her and we walk the last few steps out of the sea. The agony takes my breath away.

      At last I stand on dry sand, knees wobbling. My hair drips sea water on my naked skin.

      “soon the sun will touch you.” She gathers my pale hair in her hand and twists it behind my back. “Your body will take time to adjust, to become human. Be warned. Three things you must avoid. Cold winds, strong wine and chocolate.”

      Chocolate?

      “It’s a sweet made from dark fermented beans. They call it chocolate. To you, it’s poison.”

      She takes off her own dark red gown and drapes it around me. “There. Humans have to be clothed to keep warm.” She takes a step back into the sea. Away from me.

      “Go find your love. Make him love and accept you.” She turns, and dives in a beautiful arc, naked and enchanting as she disappears in the water.

      Even had I my voice still, fear would have robbed me of it.

      I am still alone on the dry sand when the sun creeps over the horizon. A mild breeze ruffles my gown and lifts the ends of my hair.

      The colour is no longer pink-white but has yellowed slightly, the same shade as the pale sunlight bathing me.

      The bells ring again drawing my eyes to the domes and spires on the hill.

      It’s a long way and my feet burn and ache after a few steps.

      Yet, walk up to the palace I must. And fast.
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        Him

      

      

      While my valet lays out my new clothes and cufflinks, I stand in the window watching a young woman in a red cloak stumble through the golden gates.

      I detest being here, in our beachside palace where my family does little more than feast and dance. Here is another proof of the vast difference between us and the people. Our wealth and their poverty. When the Palace called for new servants for the wedding feast, every girl in the village below came, desperate for a chance of employment.

      This last girl, though, seems too desperate. She’s out of breath, streaming with sweat, covered in scratches and scrapes and her gown is dirty as if she’s fallen in the fields on her way here. It’s a sad spectacle because she might have been pretty under all the dirt. She has the palest blond hair I’ve ever seen, like threads of white gold, and when the sun catches it, the ends seem to shade to pink.

      “Your highness?” My valet holds out a priceless black silk cravat ready to tie it around my neck like a noose.

      I exhale and submit to his attentions. Soon, I can ride back to North Ridge and pretend I am no more than a cavalry officer working hard to train his soldiers.

      Soon.
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        Her

      

      

      The soles of my new feet sting, raw as if I’d walked a mile on shards of broken glass. The other girls crowding into the servants hall shove me to the back for which I’m grateful because I can lean on the wall and take the weight off my shaking legs. How easy it was to move in the water, to glide around our halls bathed in blue-green light. These walls are a dim muddy brown and hardly any light comes in around the heaped coal, the crates full of unfamiliar vegetables.

      We’ve all been ordered to wash. Our clothes, which the housekeeper claimed were flea infested, have been taken from us and burned. Ishtar’s beautiful red gown, too, my last link to my world, was thrown into the fire.

      We stand in plain grey servants’ uniforms with white aprons and white caps.

      “Listen up!” The red faced housekeeper picks out sixteen of us and separates us from the rest. “You will work in the breakfast room., Prince Clarence and his friends will eat before they go to the chapel.” She finally stops in front of the girl next to me. “What’s your name?”

      “Jade, ma’am.” The girl curtseys.

      “Don’t curtsey girl, I’m not the queen. And your hair is too long. You need to braid it out of the way.” She points at Jade’s blond hair.

      “All of you.” She sweeps a hand over the rest of us. “I don’t want you shedding hair on the rugs. Tuck it all out of sight.”

      Jade helps me braid my hair, too, and pin on the ruffled white cap.

      The tiny mirror shows my complete transformation to a palace servant; nothing is left of the girl I used to be. How will my prince recognise me?

      We go upstairs as instructed and half of us stand behind tables heavy with food they call breakfast. I recognize half a dozen species of fish killed and cooked, and I have to fight hard not to let tears fall from my eyes.

      The wide double doors open and a group of young men walk in. Among them, radiant in a white tunic glittering with gold buttons is my prince. A new chain with a dragon crest hangs around his collar, exactly like the chain I took from his clothes when he drowned.

      He flashes a radiant smile and my heart explodes with stars. He is so beautiful.

      I realize Jade is tugging at my sleeve. “Curtsey, you fool.” She mutters sinking low. I do the same.

      “Don’t gape.”

      I bow my head like the rest of the servants. When we finally rise, the men have come to the table to select foods. My prince only eats fruit and for this I love him more. He doesn’t eat the fish.

      “You should breakfast well.” One of his friends slaps him on the back. “You’ll need your strength later.”

      All the men laugh.

      “Princess Victoria has no idea what awaits her.” Another gentleman holds his hand out, and one of the servants hurries over with a plate of sliced cold meats.

      Under cover of the loud voices, Jade whispers. “Who’s this Princess Victoria?”

      “She grew up here,” another girl whispers back. “They used to play together as children before her family moved to the mountains. He hasn’t seen her since on account of her being educated in a convent for highborn ladies and such like.”

      “Does she sing?” Jade and I are busy refilling wine glasses and placing them on the long table. Her question makes my hand shake and I knock the jug and spill some wine on the white cloth.

      “No one knows.” The other girl quickly covers the spill with a clean white napkin. “But the king said as how the search is a folly and he ordered this match. There was an almighty row and shouting, but Prince Clarence had to agree.”

      Prince Clarence holds his hand out and since I’m the closest, Jade gives me a dig in the ribs and points to the wine. I walk towards him. It costs me dearly in pain, but my steps are steady and I don’t spill a drop as I offer him a glass.

      I look up into his face, willing him to recognise me despite the white cap and the uniform. He turns towards me, and pleasure comes into his eyes.

      There is noise somewhere behind me and cheering, but my world shrinks down to the two of us. What should I do? Smile back? Kiss him?

      His mouth widens into a full grin, perfect white teeth flash.

      Someone grabs my elbow and yanks me away so hard I almost fall.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Jade hisses, dragging me back behind the table. “Do you want to lose your job?”

      I’m trying to shake her off, to go to him when he laughs. His eyes haven’t followed me. Instead he’s staring out of the large windows which must have been behind me. In the street, twelve cavalry officers lead a magnificent white mare towards the palace gates. A lady in a sumptuous white gown sits on a saddle sparkling with jewels.

      “Grown up into a beauty, hasn’t she?” One of the gentlemen whistles.

      “So Clarence, you can relax now. His Majesty hasn’t condemned you to an ugly wife.”

      Everyone stares out the window except me. My eyes are glued to my prince.

      How could I have expected him to recognize me? Without my voice, without my hair?

      What had we shared on my bed in the sea, surrounded by opals and amethysts? Lips and hands; he touched my hair and fingers, and I held him in my arms and stroked my hands over his body. If he could touch my hands, that would remind him.

      Church bells bring the laughter to an end. The gentlemen wipe their lips on handkerchiefs, tug their coats over their bellies and ready themselves. They are to lead my prince to church.

      Now is my only chance before they all go to make him hers. I have to let him touch my hand.

      I slide from behind the table, Jade’s grasp just misses me as I go over to him pulling my cap off my head. He stands behind the window watching, but when I reach him, he looks at me, a question in his eyes. His hand rests on the window frame.

      Courage, don’t fail me now, please.

      I reach for his hand -- so warm, so soft, so well-remembered -- and take it in both of mine. This is exactly how I held it when he lay on my bed halfway between sleep and waking. I bring it up to my lips and press a kiss on his dear skin.

      There is no mistake now. His eyes are on me, a faint puzzled half smile.

      Then he pulls his fingers away and signals.

      A valet rushes over glaring at me. Jade too has materialized behind me and drags me away.

      My eyes don’t leave his face. Will he follow me?

      No.

      He never looks at me.

      What he does is hold his hand out to the valet who cleans it with a wet cloth.

      A few minutes later, they’re all gone and only the servants remain in the breakfast hall.

      We’ve been ordered to wait. All the girls are frozen in silence holding their breaths. The housekeeper marches in quivering with rage.

      “Which girl?”

      The valet follows her looking at us, but we all look the same in our uniforms and caps. “I don’t know, the blonde one.”

      The housekeeper turns to us then marches over to Jade, sweeping her cap off revealing blond hair twisted in a bun.
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      I’ve lost a cufflink. No doubt I dropped it in the breakfast room. My entire family is already at the cathedral and it will not look good if I’m seen to arrive late for my brother’s wedding. It would look even worse if I attend the wedding with flapping sleeves, and no doubt some poor servant will be punished, so I double back quickly.

      And walk into a domestic dispute. Serving girls are weeping as the housekeeper shouts.

      They see me and the butler comes to explain. “It’s about this maid. She touched Prince Clarence’s hand. The valet reported her.”

      A girl with loose blond hair is crying as the housekeeper scolds her. “How dare you touch the prince? You are finished here, you will no longer work in this city or even the kingdom. Tell your family to pack their miserable belongings and leave the village.”

      Just then, another girl steps forward from the line of frightened maids. She walks on wobbly feet and almost trips until she faces the housekeeper. She points a finger at her own chest.

      “Was it you?” the butler asks.

      She nods emphatically. Then with trembling hands, she pulls off her cap and loosens her own blond braid to prove it.

      I recognise the white gold hair. It’s the desperate girl who had arrived shaking and stumbling earlier this morning. Had she not confessed, she might have kept her job.

      “You’re dismissed.” The butler tells her.

      “You’re finished.” The housekeeper says, no doubt eager to show me they take discipline very seriously. “You’ll never work again. Not anywhere.”

      Courage is something I know. Courage would be needed, should we go to war. My cavalry officers try to learn it, but no soldier has ever shown the courage of this helpless girl.

      I interrupt the butler and housekeeper. “Today is a happy day. We don’t want it marred. No one is to be dismissed or punished. Tell the girl she is forgiven.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Her

      

      

      I want to die. I want to walk down the hill to the beach and let the waves wash me to white foam.

      The memory of his disgust as he wiped his hand of me is more painful than the agony of walking two miles to the sea.

      But they don’t let me leave. There is too much work, and after the upset at breakfast, the housekeeper is in a temper. If I runaway, she’ll make the other girls pay. So I’m forced to stay, to serve drinks in the dance hall. To watch.

      Prince Clarence gazes adoringly into his bride’s eyes. Every few minutes he dips his head to take a kiss from her mouth. Both their faces flush with heat.

      My chest tightens, unable to draw breath. I turn away, stumbling blindly for the nearest exist. In the corridor the housekeeper finds me with my face to the wall.

      “You! Clumsy girl. Go and help clean the bathrooms in the south wing.” She hands me a bucket full of cleaning supplies. “Be grateful you are still here. At least you’re quiet. I cannot abide chatterers.”

      She gives me a shove in the middle of my back towards three other maids with similar buckets, and I have to go.

      A week passes, and cleaning bathrooms has become my entire life. Scrub, scrub, scrub, on my shaking knees, my head bowed. The palace has a hundred bathing chambers and I have no time to wipe my face, let alone escape to the sea to die.

      Do they know my grandmother is Aphrodite’s daughter?

      I wish cold-hearted Vosiro had taken my hearing too. Then, I would not have to listen to the maids chatter about Prince Clarence and his bride, about their loud moans of passion all night and their happy laughter in the morning.

      Yamm was right; in the sea we didn’t know tears.

      Now these human tears drip off my chin onto the floor I have just scrubbed. The flickering light catches flecks of deep crimson in the red veined marble tiles. We’ve placed four candles, one at each corner of the bathing pool and scattered roses on the surface of the water.

      A suicidal plan takes shape in my heart.

      If they catch me bathing in a royal pool, they’ll dismiss me. I’ll go down to the beach, to dive under the waves and this pain will die with me.

      I wait until all the other maids have finished in this suite. With nothing but candle light dancing in the dark, I shed my clothes and gingerly lower myself into the scented pool. Instantly my heavy legs are lighter. The water embraces me soothing every aching inch of me. Oh Goddess, how I have missed this feeling. For the first time in days I can move without pain. My suicidal plan melts away as I dive below the surface, submerging my head.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Him

      

      

      My father, the king, decided to view the cavalry today. He inspected each of the hussars with a keen eye, missing no detail, but he barely looked at me. To him I am not a son, merely an instrument to lead his army.

      It’s my golden brother, the legitimate son, who enjoys our father’s affection and pride.

      I have learnt to accept this in the same way I accept other unpleasant facts like storms, like rain, like death. The fact my family bear me no love or loyalty is just one more fact I must accept.

      However, after years of hard training and harder discipline, I’ve forced them to respect me. And that is enough. It has to be.

      So as night falls, and my soldiers have dismounted, stabled their horses and gone home to their loving families. I return to my father’s palace. Celebrations continue for my newly married brother, but I ignore the feasting, dancing and laughing and go to my rooms alone.

      I shed my uniform and pad into the bathroom.

      There’s a woman in the pool.

      A naked woman.

      For the love of God, must they follow me here? It’s one thing to come to my bed, but my bath is my only private haven. I open my mouth to bark and angry order, then I see her more clearly, and the words die in my mouth.

      It’s that maid, the brave one. Her pale hair is unmistakable.

      She glides and weaves in and out like a water spirit. Could it be the same awkward stumbling girl? I have never seen anyone swim as if dancing. Silver-gold hair fans over her head; in the candle light it looks almost pink. Her body loops around the pool with a heart-stopping grace.

      I have seen my share of naked ladies, but never like her. There’s no trace of coyness in her, no seduction, just an unconscious dignity. Pert rounded breasts peak in and out of the water.

      God help me, I am hard.

      Any man in my place would not hesitate to take her.

      But I don’t.

      Court ladies might come to my bed hoping for an advantage, yes, but I have never used the serving girls for my pleasure. I know too well what happens to them after they’ve been discarded by a gentleman. They are passed on to tradesmen, then servants then stable boys. Until they fall pregnant and are sent away in disgrace. Some survive; many don’t. Occasionally I discover one in time and do what I can to help, but most simply disappear. This is the truth behind the celebrations in our court.

      So I stay in the shadows and watch.

      For three nights.

      Every night, late, she comes, stealing into my bathing chamber, nervous as a hunted deer, awkward on clumsy legs. Then she sheds her clothes and the servant disappears. In her place is an exquisite princess.

      For three nights, she slides into the water and a look of sublime bliss transforms her face.

      For three nights, I stand in the shadowed doorway and watch that graceful dance in the water until the servants’ bell down in the basement calls her back to her chores. As soon as she climbs the steps out of the bath, her grace abandons her. Clumsy again, she walks away on heavy legs as if pushing a mountain.

      And for three nights, I lie in my bed alone, refusing every lady who comes to me. Instead I hold my hard manhood in my fist and think about going down into the pool with her and making a dance of my own with her silver gold and pink hair, in her arms, between her legs.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Her

      

      

      He’s here again. I’m floating on my back, fingers making lazy swirls in the water, when his shadow moves on the ceiling among the shifting patterns from the candles. His sound, on the edge of hearing, is that quiet hum men make in their chest when they breathe.

      He can’t be a servant or he would have reported me downstairs.

      These are the royal apartments, but whose?

      My prince?

      I dare not hope.

      Long minutes pass, punctuated only by the gentle slap of water against the mosaic tiles and the occasional hiss of a candle wick.

      He is watching me, even the moisture in the air echoes his heart beat.

      Ishtar’s words play in my mind like a beautiful tune. We see joy in your future, do not give up hope. I’d been so foolish trying to confront him dressed as a servant when he only knew me in my natural skin in the water.

      It’s him. He’s found me. Hope like bright light shines in my heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Him

      

      

      There is a knock on the door. “Your Royal Highness.” A footman speaks from the door.

      The girl slips under the surface and darts to the side where she’s hidden.

      The footman comes in wheeling a trolley with my late night supper. “Shall I serve the meal here, Your Royal Highness, or in your bed chambers?” The footman looks around unsure if I want to eat in my bathroom.

      “Leave it here, I will bathe first.”

      “Very well, sir.” He bows and withdraws, closing the door behind him.

      I wait until he is gone, then speak. “You had better come out of the pool now.”

      She is silent a long time, the only sound is the slow slap of water against mosaic steps. Just as I begin to wonder if she’s heard me, she moves. She glides to the steps then climbs out. Slowly. Careful not to trip.

      Despite her awkward movement out of the pool, there is pride in her. I might have mistaken her for a lady of noble birth. Her shoulders are straight, back elegantly arched, and the tilt of her head speaks of self respect.

      She can’t see me yet. I’m behind her.

      I clear my throat and she turns to me, a fast whirl, like a cloud of butterflies suddenly released. The ends of the wet hair swing around her, and a smile – God, what at smile – happiness like sunrise, it even sparkles in her eyes.

      This close, her eyes are golden-green. But they darken as soon as they land on me, and a look of confusion comes into her face. She glances beyond me to left and right scanning the empty room as if searching for someone else.

      Then, she looks back at me, and her smile falls.

      She drops into a curtsey, her head bowed.

      Who did she expect?

      My brother? He’s the only other ‘Royal Highness’ in this palace. Clarence, the one everyone admires, the golden one.

      Unexpected disappointment sharpens my voice. “I’m Prince Hendrix. These are my apartments, my bathing chamber. My brother, Prince Clarence, is not in the palace.”

      She lifts her eyes to me.

      “He and his bride –”

      She flinches, as if I’d thrown a blade at her.

      “—they left this morning. They’re on their honeymoon.” I continue.

      And the light goes out in her beautiful eyes.

      It’s quite something to watch hope die and know you are what killed it.

      Now, I understand.

      Everything. Her desperate arrival on the morning of his wedding, her daring to touch his hand, the deep misery in her face every night when she came here, the brief flare of hope when for an instant she thought me him ...

      Anger burns in me.

      Clarence!

      What has he done? Seduced her one night down in the village? Charmed her then promptly forgot her? It wouldn’t be the first time.

      I drop my gaze to her stomach. Flat. At least this one is not pregnant. She stands there, shoulders slumped, water dripping from the ends of her hair.

      I don’t know what to say, and I can’t think clearly with her standing naked before me. So I turn my gaze to the supper trolley. “Would you like something to eat? You can put your clothes on and join me.”

      I set two chairs at the small table while she dresses. I can see a flash of movement from the corner of my eye, arms lifted, and the curve of a smooth, rounded bottom. I turn my back on her and busy myself lifting covers off dishes. The kitchen, as always, have sent up far too much food, veal in a creamy sauce, a meat pie, sausages rolled in pastry and various cakes and sweetmeats.

      Compared to the poor plain food in the servants’ basement, this supper must look like a dream feast. Yet when she comes to sit, thankfully dressed in the grey uniform, her glance sweeps over everything as if it’s boiled all boots.

      “Not hungry?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Would you like a chocolate?” I point to a small silver dish of elegant truffles.

      She shrinks as if I’d offered her steaming sulphur, but then looks again, more curious than hungry.

      “Try one, at least. They’re sweet dark chocolate flavoured with cherries.”

      Her hand hovers over the dish for ages, a strange expression on her face. Then she takes one but doesn’t immediately eat it. Her eyes shine with unshed tears. Such profound sadness radiates off her. Whatever has happened to this beautiful delicate girl, it’s hurt her deeply. My fists clench. Next time I see Clarence I’m going to punch the selfish smile off his pretty face.

      “If you’re not sure about the chocolate you can try somethi--”

      Suddenly she pops the truffle into her mouth and immediately takes another.

      “Have as many as you like.” I place the dish in front of her. “Would you like some wine?”

      I pour us a glass each. Again, she looks at the wine with fear and suspicion. Finally she takes the glass and gulps from it, alternating quick bites of chocolate with mouthfuls of wine.

      “Steady.” I try for a joke as I pour her more wine. “Our cook will be insulted. You’re supposed to savour this not knock it back like cough medicine.”

      She doesn’t laugh, and drinks again. A dark red drop escapes from her mouth and hangs on the curve of her lower lip.

      My hand is halfway to her mouth before I pull it back. What am I doing?

      Damn it, I’m allowed to touch her, do to her anything I like, and the growing thickness in my riding breeches strongly agrees. Why not? No gentleman in this court would hesitate. None of them would give a thought to her life, to her sadness, to the fact she is clearly in love with my brother.

      I get up. “Excuse me.” My throat makes an inarticulate sound; it takes two attempts to make it sound anything other than gravel. “It’s time for me to bathe.” The words come out too loud.

      Jolted from her secret thoughts, she looks guilty as if caught committing a crime. No doubt, the housekeeper would chastise her for eating my chocolates.

      I force my legs away from the table, but she follows me. One step, another, and then she stumbles. I have to catch her. The thin dress is damp and clings to the curve of her breasts, stretching against the upturned nipples. I’ve been trying my best not to look, but now, one firm breast presses into my hand as I try to help her stand.

      Why is she following me?

      As soon as she’s upright, her hands reach for my shirt collar and start to unbutton me.

      My throat runs dry.

      I’d forgotten she’s a serving maid, and my last words must have sounded like a command to bathe me. I try to tell her she doesn’t need to undress me, that I will wash alone. I swallow twice but still can’t work enough moisture into my mouth to speak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part III

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kindness Before Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Her

      

      

      The killing chocolate hasn’t worked its poison through me yet, but soon.

      I have to obey this man for a little longer and then it will all be over.

      He’s a difficult man. Downstairs in the servants’ halls they call him Haughty Hendrix, or Sullen Prince, the Snarling Scowling Stubborn Prince. He stands now, rigid, arms crossed making it impossible for me to pull his shirt off him. I slide it off his shoulders but it catches around his bunched biceps as they press hard against his bare chest.

      I cannot help thinking of my prince Clarence sleeping on my sparkling bed, body slack while I stripped off his white and gold coat.

      Hendrix could not be less like his brother. His hair curls down to his shoulders. Even his jaw is dark with stubble and a thin white scar runs from his chin to his earlobe.

      It’s bad enough that my movements are clumsy, but now I have to struggle with a shirt. We stand awkwardly, he scowling and silent, and I mute. His chest rises and falls rapidly with his breathing. I press a hand between his arms to touch his chest and his heart beat drums against my palm. Whatever is going on inside this man, it is a fierce battle. It takes long moments until his breathing steadies a little and his arms unfold enough for me to slide the shirt sleeves down his arms.

      When I start to unbuckle his belt, his hand grips my wrist convulsively to stop me. Again there is nothing to do but wait until at last he uncurls his strong fingers and lets me continue. The trousers give me a little trouble while I ease them over his man’s sex.

      I have seen statues of men before. Stone and marble, occasionally bronze nude men sink into the sea, but they look nothing like this. They’re not so large or hard, nor pointing up.

      His breeches down, they bunch atop his riding boots. He should lift his feet to let me remove them, but he won’t budge not even when I tug at his ankles with both hands. It’s not easy. Not only because he’s large and heavy, but he’s also stubborn. Something about him reminds me of Poseidon. Proud and unwilling to relinquish control.

      Poseidon.

      He will finally have his wish and make my death an example. I will become a lesson to frighten anyone daring to dream of another life.

      Lessons are supposed to be painful, aren’t they. And tonight, I’ve learnt a painful lesson of my own. Nothing, nothing is more painful than false hope. Nothing so cruel as happiness waving at you for an instant before it’s snatched away.

      Prince Hendrix notices the stupid tear that escapes down my cheek. He curses under his breath. “I can do that.” He says lifting his leg up to tug off his boot. He removes the other, then steps out of his breeches.

      The valets downstairs gossip that Haughty Hendrix doesn’t drop his clothes all over the floor. A natural soldier, they say, he’s meticulous about his personal grooming.

      I watch him now folding his garments over a chair.  He lines up his boots neatly while I remove my maid’s uniform. This is the last time I shall touch this confining scratchy dress, the garb of my humiliation. I fold it on the floor.

      “You don’t have t—” He starts to say then stops, his eyes on me as I try to walk towards him.

      My awkward legs wobble, I very nearly fall into him again. His hands quickly grab and steady me, but he doesn’t scold me. Whenever I trip or knock into something downstairs, they shout at me and call me cruel mocking words. Somehow his kindness is more embarrassing, so I pull him towards the pool. I’m not clumsy under water and if this is my last task before I die, at least let me do it with dignity.

      The chocolate or the wine is starting to act on me. Heat fills me with confidence and blunts the edge of my pain. I know my suffering will soon end and that eases my heart.  I can even find amusement in watching him.

      He is the ungainly one now. His long muscled legs push and disturb the water sending the rose petals in all directions.

      He wades awkwardly to the side to sit on the wide marble ledge that runs half way along the wall. I float after him and reach for the tray of oils and soaps. Humans love overpowering scents. I sniff each bottle in turn and choose one that smells dark and faintly spicy. It suits him. He’s not soft or beautiful like his brother, but large, hard and lean. Dark hair scatters between his flat brown nipples and snakes down the centre of his stomach to his man’s sex.

      I pour the oil directly into my palm and rub my soapy hand over his arm.

      “I think you’re meant to use this,” he says, reaching for the wash bag. He opens it and pulls out a sea-sponge and tries to give it to me. My fingers freeze – horror fills me.

      Tears blur my vision as I twist my hand out of his powerful grasp.

      “All right. It’s all right, forget it.” His voice is kind as he tosses the sponge back on the tray, poor mutilated child of the sea.

      His eyes study my face. I don’t want him to see me cry, so I move behind and start to clean his back. My hands rub the hard knotted muscles.

      Do humans grieve when Vosiro sinks their ships and drowns their relatives in the freezing waters? Perhaps we have been locked in a blind war. All of us taking part in the mission to kill and maim. For the first time I am glad I’ve never been allowed to take part with my sisters when they sink ships.

      This man is a soldier. Beneath the mass of hard knots under my hands, I feel the echo of a mental battle that he never stops fighting.

      I slide my palm across his shoulder blades and feel bitterness twisting his flesh. When I rub his neck, my hands almost flinch. His neck is rigid with a suppressed fury, but there’s an old sorrow which has crusted over like deep grit lodged between his vertebrae.

      Let kindness be my last act before death. I forget my tears and they dry on my cheeks while my fingers work to ease this man’s pain.

      Slowly, I smooth a drop of sweet-spicy oil into his skin, working it into his stiff neck just into the hairline. My long strokes follow the tension to his shoulders and down his arms to his hard wrists.

      I repeat this a few times until gradually his rigid neck loosens into my touch. With both hands on his back, I close my eyes and search for my silenced music to find a warm and comforting tune. I sing it in my head, willing him to feel it through my palms. It takes a long time until his spine loosens, his eyes close and he leans against me.

      He’s not sleeping, though, because his breathing grows harsh and uneven as I rub soap over his chest. The muscles are hard and they strain when I touch them so I have to smooth my palm around each pectoral in lazy circles over his ribs and up and down his central bone. A strangled sound rumbles up his chest. The powerful heartbeat speeds up. He’s fighting me, refusing to let go, but the weight of his head tucked into the curve of my neck tells me he is close to losing.

      So I wash lower down his stomach. Curiosity keeps pulling my gaze to his sex. It strains darker and larger. As my touch goes lower a small shudder runs through him, and fast as a snake, his hand grabs my wrist stopping me.

      “I may be the bastard,” his voice is a deep rasp. “But I draw the line at exploiting a broken heart.” He guides my hand away and sits straight with his back against the tiled wall of the pool.

      It’s impossible to stand behind him to wash his hair, so I move to face him. I choose a pot of liquid soap with a bunch of tiny purple flowers at the bottom, it smells gentle and sleepy. Perhaps it’ll calm him. I pour a little into his hair and move closer to rub his head. I feel the heat of him, or perhaps the red wine coursing through me gives me the strangest urge to spread my legs.

      I straddle him. my own legs either side of his thighs. His sex jumps, and another shudder runs through him. This time my own body echoes it.

      He grabs my hips holding me in place, not letting me come closer but not letting me move back. I don’t understand what struggle rages within him. How is this prince so strong, so proud, yet so helpless?

      His hair’s not golden, but I don’t mind; it’s thick and rich to the touch. The wide curls are silkier than I imagined. I cannot stop combing it with my fingers. His scowl has melted away and his eyes close. I can feel the hands shift on my hips a little as his grip tightens.

      At last, his black lashes lift and he meets my eyes. His are wide and deep and the colour of the sea under storm clouds.

      My fingers move on their own up to his chin and trace the slim white scar along his rough jaw.

      “I got this when I was fourteen.” His voice is low and rich like the oil. “A careless move in a sword fight.”

      A sad look comes into his eyes.

      “My father and I were riding in the woods and were ambushed. Our guards were killed. My father and I had to fight for our lives. Or more precisely for his life, for those were revolutionaries intent on assassinating the King.”

      His eyes roam my face then travel to my body, he swallows and looks away. “We fought a long time. My father knew more about sword fighting than any man alive, and he’d put me in training since I could walk.” Hendrix rubs his bicep with the flat of his palm as if smoothing goose bumps before returning his hand to my hip.

      “We won. The rebels were poor and badly trained. But they had courage. One of them risked his life rushing so close. His sword would have decapitated my father had I not dived in his way.” Hendrix’s hand presses hard into my side. “It was that last crazy dive to save my father neck that earnt me the cut to my face. It also lost me my father’s love. Forever.”

      I stop massaging his shoulders. I open my mouth before I remember I have no voice and close it again.

      His eyes come back to meet mine and he must have guessed my question. “I spoke in their defence.” He drags in a breath. “When my father ordered their families executed to make an example. But I thought they were right to demand better conditions for the poor in our country.” A bitter smile twists his mouth. “I argued this in public. I was fourteen and impulsive, full of new ideas and confident of my place in my father’s regard.”

      Hendrix laughs softly, not a funny laugh.

      “From that day he ceased to be my father and became The King. He stripped me of his name and exiled my mother from court. It became acceptable for courtiers to refer to me as the bastard, to call my mother the King’s whore.” A brutal expression transforms his face into the fierce haughty prince everyone talks about; it hurts me to see.

      “But there was worst to come.” His throat moves up and down. “I was forced to remain in the palace, to be part of all the royal extravagance. I could see the injustice to the people but was powerless to help.”

      Somehow my hands have ended up behind his neck, holding his head. We both become aware of this at the same time. His eyes settle on my mouth and his grip on my hip tightens, pulling me closer.

      We’re both very still, even the silence waits holding its breath. Nothing moves.

      One of the candles dies with a soft hiss.

      It takes a minute for me to hear the bell ringing downstairs in the kitchen. The night has tailed into dawn.

      “You had better go,” he says, taking his hands off me.

      My skin where his hands had held me is suddenly cold.

      I don’t want to leave. I don’t want this night to end. I don’t want to die out of the water, clumsy and stumbling.

      “Go.” He says again, more softly.

      A tendril of regret curls through me because I won’t see him again. Closing my own eyes, I dive under the water, circle away to the far side where the stairs rise out of the pool.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Him

      

      

      Christ. Another minute and I would’ve had her on my lap, with my mouth all over her.

      She swims beneath the water, hardly even disturbing the roses floating on the surface.

      Out of the pool, she walks on heavy legs to find her uniform, then loses her balance. I push myself up over the side and get to her just before she’s face down on the marble floor.

      A painful embarrassment passes over her features. Whoever she is, she’s proud and it hurts her to need help with walking.

      What is wrong with her?

      In the pool, her touch was so sure, so strong; she had no trouble carrying my weight in her arms. Yet she can hardly carry her own slight frame on her own legs as though they weren’t her legs at all.

      She pulls away from me, snatches her uniform and drags it on. Her hands fumble with the buttons. She must hate wearing it, she pulls hard enough to almost tear the fabric.

      And then I see it.

      The thing that makes her so clumsy.

      I watch her for a moment, then to make sure, I ask her. “Can you hand me a towel?”

      She goes to the shelves and reaches up to take a towel from the stack. One falls to the floor and she bends down.

      “Leave it. Just bring me another.”

      I observe her walk towards me with the towel.

      Yes.

      Just as I suspected.

      I’m trained in combat, I know how bodies move. Her body is working too hard.

      As soon I’ve wrapped the towel around my hips, I hold my hand to her. “Come closer.” I circle my arm behind her back to hold her up straight.

      “You’re putting too much force into your movement. It works in water but air is much thinner.”

      She looks at me uncomprehending; there is a hint of fear in her eyes.

      “Take a small step, as if you only want to walk an inch.”

      Again, she makes too much effort, her inch is almost two feet long. She tries twice more, but still too intent, too forceful. Just like novice riders who pull the reins too hard and cause the horse to throw them off.

      “Stop.” I drop my voice down to a whisper. “Close your eyes.”

      My old riding instructor had taught me to feel the horse, to sense his motion and match my body to him as if we were one.

      “Breathe, nothing else, just lean on me and breathe slowly.” I pull her closer till she leans into my side.

      It takes her twenty breaths before she begins to calm down.

      “Good, you’re doing very well. Think of nothing. Can you feel me? Can you feel my arm around you, my hand on your ribs?”

      Thank God we are no longer naked. Her lithe body is soft and sweet in my arm, and the contact isn’t lost on my manhood. My mind has a hard job coming back to the task in hand.

      When she’s relaxed enough, I whisper into her ear, “Imagine your body is a weightless feather.” I tighten my hold on her. “Don’t worry I have you, just let your leg drift like a feather in a weak breeze, just an inch.”

      Her foot slides forward about twenty inches but gently.

      “Good. Keep your eyes closed. Now your other leg, just a tiny move, even half an inch.”

      We repeat this a few more times before we run out of floor.

      “Open your eyes.”

      When she sees we’ve in fact travelled the entire length of the room, her mouth drops open. Her eyes turn to me shining with surprise.

      “I told you, you don’t need any force to walk through air.”

      There is no mistaking the satisfaction in her face. We practice again and again, up and down the chamber.

      She’s intelligent and learns quickly, but I keep my arm around her. Truth, she doesn’t need me to hold her, now, but I do. Christ, I’ve never wanted a woman more, and my resistance wears very thin.

      I won’t use her. She loves my brother.

      I keep repeating this with every step I help her take until the words cease making sense.

      “Enough for today, I think.” I peel my hand from her body.

      Even though she’s visibly tired, breathing hard, but her neck arches with pride like a swan. She tosses her head, pale hair ripples around her like a rich veil. I hadn’t imagined it. Her hair really shines with a faint pink. How strange.

      How beautiful.

      Not mine!

      She catches me watching and grins, pleasure sparkles in her golden-green eyes.

      And in that moment, my battle is lost. A voice speaks up in my head and makes its argument vehemently.

      Ask her. Just ask her.

      I turn her to face me. “Do you want me to kiss you?” Her face is pale, her breathing shallow.

      Why doesn’t she answer?

      I reach to brush her lips with my thumb. Her lips are almost white and her skin is cold and clammy, now, under my touch. Panic widens her eyes.

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      She shakes her head, but the movement makes her dizzy and her eyes unfocus. She slips through my hands. This time I can’t help her up because this is not a stumble but a swoon.

      A real swoon, not a feminine delicacy.  Rubbing her face and hands does not revive her.

      I carry her through into my chamber and lay her on my bed, lift her feet higher to encourage the blood to her head. If anything her face is even paler. For the first time, icy fear slithers through my body.

      Her wet clothes must be making her cold. So I tear the uniform off her and wrap her in a warm velvet blanket. Then I pull the bell cord to summon help.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Him

      

      

      The court doctor is no help. He arrives in my apartments still buttoning his clothes, his hair dishevelled with sleep. He needs less than a minute to take in the towel around my hips, her wet uniform on the floor and the fact she lies naked under my covers and he’s drawn his own sordid conclusions.

      “Your Highness, there is nothing for you to worry about. My advice is to send her to her family and forget the whole thing.” He’s already turning away to go back to his bed.

      “But what’s wrong with her?”

      Reluctantly he comes back. “Who can tell? These maids come to us in bad health.”

      “I’d like you to stay and try to help her.” I insist.

      He looks horrified and disgusted in equal measure. “No, no, Your Highness. She probably has some nasty disease caught in the village and should not remain in the palace or she’ll infect anyone who comes into contact with her. Would you like me to ring for the butler to remove her?”
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        Him

      

      

      The last two hours have been hell.

      My war horse is fast, but the terrain is rough through the mountains. I hold the reins with one hands and use my free arm to hold her wrapped close against my body, tucking her face into my chest to share my body heat. None of it helps. She is colder than ever and her breathing is so faint, it’s barely there at all. Her fingers are white shading to blue now, so I bring her hand to my mouth and use my breath to warm them. The same hands that were so strong only a few hours ago. The memory of her gentle warm touch over my heart, the feel of them cradling my face, giving me a peace I’ve never known before.  Even now galloping north, my body works better despite my lack of sleep.

      A word plays in my mind, long forgotten I’m not sure what it means any more. I move my lips to her ear and whisper, Atrivita.

      Redburgh and North Ridge flash below us to the left as we ride hidden by trees.  It’s a secret road, dangerous from lack of use. The sun rises over the horizon, another hour and we should be there. This last mountain is much steeper, almost impossible to manage with an unconscious girl in my arms.

      Onyx, my stallion is strong and sure-footed, so he reaches the summit without mishap, but the way down will be much worse. The becomes a narrow lip along the edge and a fall would send us all, man, woman and horse, into the lake far below.

      I take another look at the girls face; it’s deathly white and there’s an ugly grey tinge under her eyes and around her lips. Going faster risks Onyx breaking a leg. It’s a terrible choice but I’ve run out of options and am running out of time.

      Loose rocks skitter before Onyx’s feet and fly over the cliff, I whisper reassuring words to calm the horse, to keep the girl alive, to stop my mind imagining a bloody end. I die a hundred deah before we finally emerge from the wood onto the lake’s shore.

      The small cottage is invisible, hidden in the lee of the cliff, but someone knowing what to look for, might see a faint light., might see a door opening and a woman in a long green skirt and apron opens the door.

      She must have heard the horse snorting and comes out to watch us ride to her.

      “Your horse is lame. You should have dismounted. Or come by the flat road from Axminster.” She shakes her head when we reach her.

      “No choice.” I say climbing down. “I’ve a sick girl, and Reed won’t touch her.”

      I carry the girl off the saddle as gently as I can.

      “Is Reed still palace doctor?” She comes closer to help me. “He’s worse than useless. We used to call him Doctor Pudding because –” She peers inside the cloak and gasps. “Oh my God. What’s wrong with her?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Her

      

      

      Am I dead?

      I’m in something soft.

      My vision is blurry.

      Voices ebb and flow like distant waves.

      A muffled whooshing sound rises and falls, people speaking.

      “She has taken poison … It must come out of her …” A voice balloons like pink light.

      “… giving her an emetic …”

      A strange suffocating thing is poured into my mouth and makes my face wet.

      “Make her swallow …”A voice near me speaks quickly and urgently like a single wave rushing to the shore. “twice … cup…”

      Again, something thick and bitter fills my mouth.

      “Very black… what did she eat…looks like chocolate...”

      “… empty her stomach.”

      Hands poke at me, an ear pressed to my chest.

      There’s a lot of noise like a clatter of broken shells.

      “Why’s she so cold?” someone asks, a voice I should know.

      “…body’s too weak from … can’t generate warmth… tell me everything you know…”

      There’s a voice near me, dark and rich with worry. I should know this voice. It has so much love that wraps all around me. “…she saw the sea-sponge … dead baby …”

      Dead? Yes, I will be, soon.

      Time slows then fades away.

      They want to help me, but I think it’s too late.

      Forgive me.

      I made a mistake and lost my songs. I move my lips. Please let me sing, a lament of remorse.

      If I stop singing, I’ll die and I really don’t want to die, so I keep singing, even knowing no one can hear me.

      A warm finger grazes my mouth. “Why do her lips keep moving?”

      A woman answers from somewhere behind me.

      “Do you remember the song of Taera?”

      “Vaguely.” His voice is too quiet I can hardly hear him.

      “… Galician legend … Taera …used to tell …  a nightingale with gold feathers … springtime … fell in love with a human … sat on his window sill every night and sang him to sleep…”

      Someone is singing.

      Her voice is beautiful. Kind. Warm.

      Thank you.

      “… and the gnome gave Taera legs but he took her voice …”

      There is more talking but far away. “… eating chocolate not meant for her kind … the gold poppies growing in the forest are all that was left of Taera … who gave away her golden voice for love.”

      Tears seep from my closed eyes.

      A man is saying something and it’s really important that I understand, I try to listen. I try really hard, but it just sounds like angry shouting. “Insane … not possible…”

      And then the woman speaks. “My son, ... you already know this … swiming … beyond human …”

      The cold wave takes me away. I go with it.

      Silence.

      It has been quiet for a long time.

      Someone rubs my skin.

      “Try. It’s a berry infusion to heal and cleanse.” Liquid chokes me and I can’t breathe; coughs shake me and liquid spills on my chest.

      “She must drink...”

      Time passes. “Go to bed, Maman. I’ll sit with her.”

      “Try to warm her …”

      Someone rough and strong holds my face.

      A mouth pressed over mine and a tongue eases in between my lips followed by a little liquid. “If you can hear me, try to swallow.”

      A hot body slips next to me and hot arms gather me close. My head rests on a solid chest with a strong heartbeat. Again and again he kisses me and liquid fills my mouth.

      “Don’t die … I won’t let you die…”

      I sleep.

      I’m warm.

      A bird sings outside.

      Cool light sneaks in around the shutters.

      I yawn and try to stretch. I’m sleeping on a rug, the fire behind me and Hendrix is everywhere else.

      His face in sleep is beautiful, thick dark lashes fan above his cheeks, and his full strong mouth is wine-red with the heat of the fire.

      I slip as quietly as I can out of his arms. He stirs and the dark lashes flutter open with a start. The first thing I see in his eyes is worry which quickly gives way to surprise then happiness. “You’re awake?”

      He pulls the covers away and looks at me. He places his large, rough hand between my breasts. “Your heart is strong again.” He doesn’t stop touching me, both hands run up and down my body checking. “How do you feel?”

      I feel fine.

      I sit up.

      “Thank God.” Pleasure transforms his face. He continues touching me up and down front and back as if he wants to be sure.

      I rise to my knees to show him I am well. His eyes are level with my lower belly and they drop to the patch of soft pale hair between my thighs, the only place he hasn’t touched when he examined me a moment ago.

      His grey eyes darken almost to black and he inhales a huge breath. There is an answering tremor inside me and something tightens between my legs under his unwavering gaze.

      The feeling is unbearable, and I can see in his eyes an urgent need to touch. So I take his hand bring it there. The moment his thumb brushes the hairs, my whole body shivers.

      He makes a rough gravelly sound as if he’s in pain and his palm cups the mound between my thighs for just an instant before he pulls it away. That moment was more than enough to show me it’s where I want to be touched. But his hand is now fisted around the covers pressed to his belly. So I use my own hand, slowly trailing down my stomach. Sensations awaken on my skin where I touch, compelling my fingers lower and lower until they reach the soft hairs. Once again the same surprising shiver and a burst of wetness breaks between my legs.

      Hendrix curses and something ticks in his cheek under his stubble. “Stop.” He rasps as if his throat hurts. “Stop, now, damn it.”

      His words do not match his eyes. They roam over me hungrily. There are two men within him who fight each other. His jaw is clenched and the scar stands white.

      I bend towards him to trace it with my fingertips, making soothing strokes along his jaw, and a feeling of pleasure spreads in him, under his hot skin. He inhales, exhales, inhales… Gradually my breathing matches his and we are in perfect unison.

      I have never felt at one with another being. Something in my heart, a painful loneliness I hadn’t known was there until it began to fade now.

      His eyelids grow heavy and close, a line appears between his brows as if from pain. “Damn it.” He groans. “Stop.” Yet his arms snake around me and he pulls me back down crushing me to him.

      He drops his head to my cheek, his jaw scraps me, and he presses a slow kiss in the crook of my neck. His lips are soft but persistent and heat spreads from his mouth to me as his tongue flicks over my skin, a warm sucking kiss. His rough chin presses hard on my shoulder making shivers run through me.

      Somehow my hand is in his hair while his mouth climbs behind my ear, his teeth drag on my jaw to my mouth and then his lips find mine, and his tongue slides in. My memory awakens.

      It was him.

      Gave me water when I was sick.

      Saved my life.

      My mouth opens to him and our tongues meet. It is the end of our matched breathing. My heart races and I gasp.

      His strong hands fist in my hair and his kiss becomes desperate.

      I’ve been a stranger, a nameless stranger all my life. Not now. I’m on my back, his heavy body over me and his tongue in my mouth is ravenous. Me too, but he leaves me hungry for more and drags his mouth over my cheek to my earlobe then down to my neck. His kiss grows greedy again and he sucks on my neck. It hurts, but the pain makes my whole body tremble. I don’t want him to stop, my fingers tangle harder in his thick hair pressing his face into my neck. My body melts under his weight.

      When he leaves my neck, our eyes meet for an instant, and he smiles. “I’m sorry to mark your beautiful skin.”

      I touch his lips to show him I liked what he did to me. He closes his eyes and slides lower to find my breasts – and oh, Goddess – my whole body rocks. Gasps travel from my heart up my throat and bust silently from my wide open mouth, my legs spread wide and wrap around him.

      He is sucking my nipple, and every time his tongue flicks it, I want to moan. His hand presses a trail down my stomach and then slides where the melting heat gathers. Everything he’s done has been rough, but now his finger is gentle, brushing the slippery wetness.

      Exquisite sensations circle inside me with his caressing. He adds another finger stroking me back and forth until they press gently over a soft dip, a small repeated pulse as if seeking entry. My back arches, thighs spreading wide so my hips tilt to his hand until his finger presses in, a tormenting small movement. My hips rise more, and I reach down to push his hand in.

      “Christ you are going to be the death of me.” He rasps. “I’m trying to be gentle.”

      His eyes meet mine again, this time there’s a question in their depths. A question I don’t want him to ask because it belongs to that battle, so I twist my leg over his to pull him closer, to beat back the question. An instant passes, he almost wins.

      Something jabs into my stomach; it’s his sex. Long, thick and solid, I reach a tentative hand, as soon as my fingers wrap around it hard, soft and so hot, it jerks up a little.

      He growls and a strange expression transforms his face. He pulls my other thigh up until my knee is over his shoulder and then his hand is on my wet entrance again except it’s not his fingers pushing in but the wide blunt head of his sex.

      “God.” He groans on a log breath.

      He slides in very slowly, a tiny way in. The stretch burns me and I flinch.

      He feels it instantly, and looks up at me. Inside the stormy grey eyes the question grows stronger, freezing him. The battle has returned. This time he loses and asks.

      “Did you do this with my brother?”

      His words make no sense. My mind is foggy with the new sensations in my body.

      “My brother, Clarence.”

      Slowly his words make sense.

      “Did he take you? In bed?”

      I start to shake my head before a memory floats up from somewhere. My own bed in the crystal halls. The golden haired man lying on sparkling sands of quartz and opals and the first kiss that was too warm for my cool mermaid self. The kiss that changed me and drew me to the beach where humans danced and laughed and loved one another.

      Under the sea there were no battles in the heart.

      I look back at Hendrix, and whatever he reads in my eyes freezes him. He pulls away and untangles himself from my body. “Forgive me.” He says rising.

      Moving with that speed I can never match on dry land, he strides out kicking into his breeches as he goes. It all happens in a moment and I’m left alone in a room which feels cold.

      And something I had not known before becomes clear.

      The reason I wanted to leave the sea.

      I had been lonely and not known it. I hadn’t known it was possible to be any other way.

      I get up and follow him more slowly, and after an initial wobble, I remind myself to walk as he taught me. It means by the time I get to the door and open it he’s far away across what looks like a huge patch of grass, wild yellow flowers swaying in the cold wind. To the left there is a huge lake, so wide, I cannot see the other side. A waterfall cascades in a curtain over the rock face nearest us. To the right of the narrow beach is a dense forest, dark green trees. Hendrix is striding towards a sloping farm shack there. There’s no hope of following him barefoot and naked. The icy air knifes through the open door spreading goose pimples all over my bare skin. I close the door with a bang and lean against it hugging myself to stop the shivering.

      It’s only now that I look around to take in my surroundings. The room is made of wood, all of it, floor to ceiling and smells of trees, like the cedar that stands in the palace garden, but the smell is much stronger here, warmer, more alive. There is no furniture at all, except wool rugs and cushions on the floor and a couple of low leather stools near the fire.

      An arch to the side leads to a small kitchen. Unlike the palace kitchens, this is small and very clean. My stomach wakes up and growls. My hunger sniffs the air and demands food, any food.

      I snag a furry blanket from the floor and wrap it around me as I walk into the kitchen.

      Dried plants and bundles of leaves hang from the ceiling. There are scores of jars on a shelf. The first one, when I open it, has some kind of dried peel. The next has cinnamon sticks. I keep opening jars and find only herbs and spices.

      “You must be starving.” A woman speaks from behind me and I whirl around panicked. The last jar drops from my hand and skaters black seeds all over the floor.

      The woman is beautiful. Long dark hair curls and twists down her back. She wears a long, full skirted gown in dark green which suits the warm colour of her skin.

      “Don’t worry about the peppercorns, I’ll clear that later.” Her smile is kind. “Let’s find you something to wear before you catch cold.” She holds out her hand and leads me from the kitchen, to the other room.

      On the stool in the other room, there’s a pile of clothes that hadn’t been there before. She rifles through and selects an aquamarine blue dress which she holds against me. I finger the material, it’s soft and warm. Unlike my old servants’ uniform, this has no buttons but pretty white ribbons at the front. She helps me into it and laces up the ribbons, The smooth fabric flows around my legs, kissing my skin, I’ve never worn anything like this.

      Her eyes travel over me, clearly happy with the result. “Can you try the shoes?”

      No shoes, please. The ones they made us wear in the palace chafed my feet and crushed my toes.

      She kneels down to pull socks over my feet before slipping on soft leather boots with buttons along the side. “They’re a bit too big for you but with socks you should be able to manage.”

      We take a few experimental steps. What a surprise, these shoes make walking so much easier. I try to thank her with my eyes, and she leans over and kisses my cheek. “Come let’s make breakfast.”

      Hendrix doesn’t come back, and we eat alone. Bread baked with walnuts which she slathers with honey. My eyes keep going to the window whenever I hear movement outside, but he never comes.

      “My son will eat when he gets hungry.” She pours me a warm drink she calls wild berry tea.

      Her son?

      Now we’re sitting closer at the kitchen table I can see her eyes are the same beautiful grey as his. So this must be the King’s mistress.

      “Yes. I’m Marie-Thérèse,” she says quietly. “But in the villages nearby they call me the Spanish Medicine Woman. A convenient deception.” Her lips twist in a lopsided smile so much like Hendrix.

      “Strictly speaking, I should not be here at all, I’m an exile and the border lies on the other side of Hermitsmere lake, but this is a secluded shore. No one comes to the old Hermit’s cottage, so I’ve made my secret home here. My son usually lives in the keep at North-Ridge where his troops are garrisoned. It’s a short ride so he can visit me from time to time.”

      I reach over and take her hand in mine. The contact surprises us both and we both feel it: the echo of sadness. We are both exiles, not allowed home. She might not be voiceless, but like me, she’s never spoken of her pain. This is a woman who’s had to be strong.

      She meets my eyes. Hers are wide with surprise and there’s a shine of unshed tears. My own tears threaten too. We both sniff at the same time and then we smile. Before long we’re both laughing helplessly, eyes streaming, and that’s how Hendrix finds us when he comes in.
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        Him

      

      

      How’s she made friends with my mother so quickly? They spend every day together working in the medicinal herb garden and laughing. Even my mother is uncharacteristically chatty, happy to have a willing student, and my girl is a very willing student.

      She accompanies my mother to the village to tend to the sick and comes back looking flushed and cheerful. Every day, she practices walking then slips out of her clothes and swims in Hermitsmere. And every day I try and fail to keep from watching her.

      She’s not my girl.

      After two weeks, I can no longer bear it, and ride to North-Ridge and join my regiment. What I need is a few days of hard training to beat the desire out of my body. A month later, even the hardiest of the men start to grumble about the punishing exercises.

      I find a million things to keep me busy. Managing the cavalry is complicated business, but no matter how many responsibilities I have, thoughts of her fill my mind. The taste of her lips on my tongue, the bliss of her caring hands on me, and the agony of pushing her away.

      Today, orders come from my father for me to attend the Spring Ball at the palace. My brother has returned from his honeymoon and the King will present him with a new medal. Our father no doubt hopes that trusting his heir would make my brother more trustworthy, more responsible.

      I have my doubts. But it’s not for me to decide, I am ordered to attend so I will go. The carriage will come for me tomorrow which gives me time to ride to Hermitsmere to visit my mother.

      One night only.

      My horse has recovered but I keep an easy pace; there’s no need to arrive too soon. I know what else waits for me on the other side of the forest: the question I’ve been running away from.

      Does she still long for my brother? If he called her back, would she go to him? And why does it trouble me so much? Surely some of the ladies coming to my bed in the past had been with him first. It never bothered me.

      It’s not until I finally reach Hermitsmere, the sun dipping below the surface of the lake, that an answer begins to take shape.

      I am sitting my horse at the edge of the wood watching her work in the herb garden, something small in her hand. Silvery-golden hair is caught in a pretty ribbon at the nape of her neck. She moves well, her waist and hips sway gracefully.

      Something makes her look up and see me; a shining smile breaks on her beautiful face. We lock gazes for a moment unable to move until my mother notices and waves me over. It’s a huge effort to move.

      “You’re in time for dinner.” My mother beams. “We’re just making a herb salve for broken skin.”

      I dismount my horse and lead him closer to the cottage so he can drink from the trough; my eyes are on her. A loose lock of golden hair has escaped its ribbon. It hangs over her face as she bends low over something. It’s a small bird which she cradles gently in her hands.

      “Your young woman found a sparrow with a broken wing.” My mother says. “She’s been caring for it all afternoon.”

      “Not my young woman.” I grunt, but it’s all I can do not to reach over and brush the hair from her face.

      “She is a natural healer.” My mother ignores my objection. “Her hands instinctively know how to sooth pain.”

      A natural healer.

      Yes. I remember.

      The muscles over my shoulder blades itch for her touch. “Atrivita.” I say the word before I realize it. “Maman, what does this word mean?”

      My mother’s knowing eyes linger on me for a long moment. Then she nods as if she has her answer to something. “In Galicia it means a girl with a brave heart, but in the Pyrenees Mountains where I grew up, it means a loving touch. It’s what we called healers, because it took strength and courage to offer love to heal the wounded.”

      My mother gathers her basket and turns for the cottage. “Don’t be long, dinner in ten minutes.” She throws over her shoulders and leaves us alone in the garden, fragrant with summer herbs.

      I face her, meeting her gentle brave gaze. “I don’t know your name, but…”

      Surprisingly, a shiver passes over her, exactly as it did when I kissed her.

      “Do you like Atrivita?”

      She wants to say something, her face is full of questions she can’t voice, so I have to guess.

      “I think it’s a perfect name for you.”

      Tears fill her golden-green eyes and spill down her face.

      I crouch before her, cupping her hands in mine, careful of the sleeping bird. “Do you not like it?”

      She nods then shakes her heads, tears streaming. And then her lips move and there can be no doubt the silent words she shapes.

      Thank you.

      I brush the tears from her face and tuck another lock of shiny hair behind her ear.

      Thank you, her lips mouth silently once more.

      My hand lingers unable to break contact, I lace my fingers into her soft hair and brush my thumb over her wet lashes. As I look into her eyes, I feel myself falling into them. Somehow, our faces are a breath away and in the next breath we are kissing.

      It’s gentle at first, my lips savouring her taste, tongues lightly touching, but the longer we kiss the deeper I fall. All my longing and a month of suffering pour out of me into her. I invade her mouth with no thought of restraint, my arms crush her body to mine.

      She suddenly pulls away.

      That injured bird, still in her hands, was at serious risk of being flattened by my careless passion.

      I ease back on my heels and wait while she takes it to the little nest she’s prepared for him.

      “Dinner is ready.” My mother calls from the kitchen window. “Come.”

      Atrivita tucks the bird into the box then waits for me.

      “Go, I’ll follow as soon as I’ve stabled my horse and washed the dust of the road off myself.”

      I stand still watching her walk into the cottage.

      God help me; I‘ve fallen for her.

      This is bad, very bad.

      Grimly I start to strip out of my dusty shirt and wash over the little fountain. I’ve spent the best part of my life making sure I do not want anything that cannot belong to me. Not the crown, not my father’s affection, not the authority to change matters in the kingdom. They belong to my brother even if he doesn’t value them and I never allow myself to want anything that he has the power to abuse.

      Like Atrivita?

      I dunk my head k not the cool water and rub vigorously over my skin. It flays me to think of the wound he must have put in her courageous heart. Whether he wants her or not, he’s made her his. If he took her again, she would go, and I would be forced to stand by and watch him break her again and again.

      So I take my time. I tend to my horse, brushing his flanks , checking his feet, making sure he’s fit for the ride tomorrow.

      And I don’t go in to dinner.

      At one point, as dark begins to descend, Atrivita brings me a cup of tea, but I don’t trust myself to take it from her hand so I find something else to do and keep my back to her until she goes.

      Eventually, my mother finds me chopping wood behind the cottage.

      “I left your dinner in the pot over the stove.” She walks to stand before me, too close to be safe from my axe.

      “I’ll be inside as soon as I’ve finished. Tell me if you need any other work done tonight, I leave early tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” her voice is sharp with disappointment.

      “My father wants me to attend the Spring Ball.”

      She brushes wood splinters from a log and sits. “My son, I did not raise you a coward.”

      “What?” the axe pauses on its way down.

      My mother is plain speaking and never minces words, but she has a frustrating habit, like many women, of assuming I know what’s in her mind.

      “Amore, it’s foolish to be afraid of your own heart.”

      “What?” I ask again although I now have a sneaking dread that I know what she means.

      She regards me for long moments, saying nothing.

      Clearly no more wood chopping tonight, so I drop the axe and sit opposite. I wait for my breathing to slow down. “She loves my brother.”

      “And she told you so, did she?”

      “Maman, she gave up her world for him. Why else?”

      “I don’t know why she followed him, but we all make mistakes. Do not condemn her because she was infatuated with the first man she ever saw.”

      “And if she still wants him?”

      “She wants you, amore. She watches the forest waiting for your return every evening. She starts every time she hears a noise outside. I see how you look at each other.”

      “I never look at her.”

      “Oh, but you do.”

      I shake my head, but my mother continues. “Tonight when she brought your tea here, you pretended not to see her until she left. Then you watched her walk back all the way to the cottage.”

      It’s true so I don’t bother to answer. Instead, I get up and take the cut logs to pile against the barn door.

      My mother is still here when I finish.

      “You’re afraid, my son. She is braver than you.”

      A bitter smile twists my mouth. “Don’t tell my father or he’ll remove me from the army.”

      “Take her with you to this ball tomorrow.”

      “No!” Is she insane? “Clarence will be there.”

      “Good.”

      I pick up the axe again and line up another log to chop. She’s reverted to that mysterious woman’s logic again.

      “Don’t you want to know if she’ll choose you?”

      Whatever else she might have said is drowned out by the loud rapid sound of wood cracking under my savage strikes. Over and over.
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      I’m afraid.

      The invitation to accompany Hendrix to the ball makes me afraid. The fact Hendrix himself was not the one to tell me scares me more.

      The dancing lessons, too, make me afraid. Although Marie-Thérèse spends most of the night teaching me the waltz – one, two, three – and the polka – one-and-two, three-and-four.

      I don’t want to go, but have no way of telling her. Hendrix, who might have understood me, keeps away.

      I’m still afraid in the morning, sitting in front of the mirror while she pins my hair up into a pretty arrangement of twists and curls.

      “I’ve packed your clothes for tonight,” she says. “When you get to the palace, you’ll be assigned a maid to help you dress.”

      It’s this which frightens me the most. There was always an army of servants at every banquet and they will remember me. And if I’m reported as an imposter, what would they do to me? What would the King do to his son for this deception?

      When Hendrix and I ride on his horse towards the North Ridge, he himself looks worried. I hope to have a minute to make him explain, but the royal coach is waiting for us and there are already two people inside.

      A man, an officer in uniform, climbs down and salutes. “Your Royal Highness, may I present my wife.”

      A brown haired woman of middle age sits in the carriage.

      Hendrix, suddenly all royal manners, kisses the woman’s hand. “Lady Anne. May I present Lady Atrivita, my guest. She comes from Galicia and doesn’t speak our language.”

      This must be the story, he and his mother concocted to explain my silence.

      The woman and her husband are very polite to me throughout the journey. Hendrix, on the other hand, barely looks at me. He’s retreated into his haughty scowling mask and sits as far from me as possible on the padded seat, his face to the window. Behind his rigid coldness there is a thread of fear. I wonder if he too is worried about what might happen tonight. Was it perhaps only Marie-Thérèse who wanted me to go to the ball? Why?

      My questions are not answered and the journey is a long, long, long. When we arrive at the palace, he’s formal again as he hands me from the carriage. He gives instructions to the staff to help us to special rooms to rest and for maids to attend us.

      “Lady Anne.” He turns back to us. “Can I trespass on your kindness to keep my lady company. Being a stranger she won’t know how things are done here.”

      She beams. “It shall be my pleasure, Your Highness.”

      At the last minute before we’re led away, Hendrix pulls me aside. “Stay with Anne.” He whispers. “She knows the etiquette. I’ll see you tonight at the ball.”

      Then he steps back and I’m led with Lady Anne to the palace doors and to the guest quarters.
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      “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” The two maids gossip freely, thinking me a foreigner who won’t understand.  They’re either new or we never crossed paths before because I don’t recognize them.

      “Who would’a thought it?” They giggle as they pin sparkling gems and flowers into my hair. “Haughty Hendrix finally finds hisself a lady.”

      I’m dressed in the primrose yellow silk gown Marie-Thérèse gave me, one of her own ball gowns from her days at court. The tight bodice flares into a wide skirt over a white hoop petticoat. Tiny lace sleeves decorated with flowers sit at the top of my arms, leaving my shoulders bare. Long white gloves reach to above my elbows.

      “There. She’s ready.” They start to tidy things around me.

      “I hope she makes him happy, better luck than Prince Clarence.”

      “Oh I feel sorry for Princess Victoria. Barely two months married and she’s already lost him.”

      “I say if a woman can’t keep her husband from straying, she’s doing summing wrong.”

      “Who do you think more handsome, Prince Clarence or his bastard brother?”

      “Hard to tell when the bastard never smiles.”

      “Well he must’a done summing right to get a delicate beauty like her.”

      They suddenly fall silent as Lady Anne, in a pink ballgown comes into my room to accompany me to the dance hall.

      We glide down the curving staircase to the reception room and find the men waiting for us. Hendrix, in a rich uniform and short white gloves, hair tied back with a black ribbon, stands talking to Anne’s husband. When they hear us, he turns to greet us with the same polite, formal look he’s worn all day.

      Then he sees me, and his eyes change. They roam over the tight bodice which squeezes my waist and pushes my breasts to swell above the neckline. Then he looks at my bare shoulders and arms. His nostrils flare slightly and his chest rises on a sharp breath.

      Instantly he’s at my side, a white-gloved hand extended. As I put my fingers in his palm, he pulls me a little closer. His gaze is warm on me, his eyes shine.

      “Hello.” He whispers, pressing a small kiss on my cheek before he moves back, placing my hand on his arm, and leads me into the ballroom.

      Dancing with Hendrix is nothing like practicing with his mother. Last night, she told me that a good lead would make me dance better. Now, under the brilliant chandeliers and with the orchestra filling the hall with music, it’s clear that he’s an outstanding lead. From the moment he places his hand on my back, he makes me glide around the hall in the first slow waltz.

      Other dancers, women in colourful gowns, swirl to the music. Soon, my confidence grows, and I can stop watching my feet and look up into his face. My fears of being recognized recede, and I sense a similar easing of his tension. His chest and neck loosen, his face clears and his body becomes more responsive as our steps move in harmony. One-two-three and turn, one-two-three, the strains of the music carry us both. He almost smiles and his eyes hold mine as closely as his arm curves around me.

      “Are you happy?” he asks half way through our third waltz.

      I don’t know. Am I happy? I hadn’t thought about it.

      “Are you happy being here, with me?” He explains to my confused face.

      I would be happier away from the palace. Everything here, the maids in their clean uniforms, the waiters pouring champagne into glasses, even the marble floors, all remind me of my deep misery two months ago. The very air is unwholesome, and if the maids’ gossip earlier is true, then it has also ruined Prince Clarence’s happiness.

      Hendrix waits for me to answer, and his anxiety has returned. I move a little closer and press my hand on his shoulder a little to show him I’m only happy close to him. His eyes search my face until he understands me. And then like the clouds parting, his smile shines.

      Oh, Goddess.

      The maids were right, and if I could speak, I would tell them that his smile is breath-taking.

      “I have something to tell you later tonight.” His voice roughens. “And something to ask you.”

      When? Please let it be that we are leaving the palace. Please let it be soon.

      He chuckles softly. “Patience. Not long now.”

      The waltz comes to an end and the musicians shift to a fast polka.

      “My mother was right, you have a natural musical ability.” He grins as he whirls me around other couples.

      I hated this when practicing last night, but now, in his arms, with the music it’s joyful and sparkling. One-and-hop, three-and-hop, it’s for this that humans are given legs and feet. Hendrix and I twirl round each other like twin eagles in flight, carried by the happy music. Laughter bubbles between us.

      A hand in pristine white gloves taps Hendrix on the shoulder. Instantly he freezes and we stop.

      “Brother, you are neglecting your obligations.” A lazy, refined voice says from behind Hendrix. “We have many important guests. Allies and friends who would be slighted if you ignored them. Our father expects you in the library.”

      Prince Clarence, steps from behind his taller brother. He looks elegant and relaxed unlike Hendrix who’s gone rigid.

      “I have a foreign guest.” He says tersely. “Let me convey her to her seat.” He begins to tug me in the direction of the sofas arranged against the wall, I can see Lady Anne seated there chatting to an older woman.

      “No need. I will finish the dance with this exquisite young lady.” Prince Clarence holds his hand out for me.

      Hendrix’s grip, on my waist, tightens convulsively for an instant before he releases me and steps back, his face a bland mask.

      Why is he letting me go?

      I curse my lack of voice for the thousandth time.

      Immediately, Prince Clarence takes my hand, pulls me towards him and sweeps me away into the dance.

      I turn to look for Hendrix, but I can’t see his face as we spin behind more dancing couples. Prince Clarence is a good dancer and very fast; too soon we are a long way down the ballroom.

      “We haven’t been introduced, lady, what is your name?”

      When I don’t answer, he grins easily. “Do you not speak our language? No matter, you are very welcome in our realm.” He talks on, untroubled that I might not understand him.

      “Have you seen much of the city? We have beautiful churches and ancient monuments, and the palace gardens are famous. You must see the maze.” He laughs. “I love the south. It’s warmer here than in the mountains.”

      I stare at him.

      He has changed. Or perhaps I’ve forgotten. The yellow hair and blue eyes are as bright as ever. His expression is carefree, and he’s very generous with his smiles. But something is different. Something around his mouth I do not remember. Perhaps this is the unhappiness the maids were talking about.

      “We’re very near the sea here, it’s a short walk down the hill. I’ve always loved the sea, although we are no longer allowed near it. You may have heard about my near drowning. It’s a miracle that I am alive.” His gaze wanders away through a window towards the beach. “I haven’t thought about that for a long time, I don’t know what just brought it to my mind.” His tone is wistful and dreamy, but then he looks back at me and grins widely. “Forgive me, it must be your extravagant beauty which put me in mind of…” he shakes his head. “No matter.”

      The music comes to an end, and the prince leads me to the refreshment table. Last time I was here, I stood on the other side of this same table watching him kiss his bride. He’d been deeply in love then, clinging to his bride on the dance floor.

      “Wine for my lady,” he tells one of the waiters. “Our best vintage.”

      The waiter quickly pours me a glass and the prince takes it from him and offers it to me. “You shall have the best.”

      I shake my head when he presses the glass into my hand.

      “No? What else can I do to make you happy?”

      Floating like a soft tune, a memory of Ishtar’s words comes to me. When you embrace your sacrifice. When you both want nothing more than to lie in each other’s arms, then your voice may come back.

      “Come,” he says. “I know a better place.” He hands the glass back to the waiter. “Champagne.”

      The waiter places a decanter full of champagne and two clean goblets. He doesn’t give them to us but, as if from long training, carries them away somewhere.

      “Would you like to see my favourite view in the kingdom?” Prince Clarence smiles, a twinkle in his blue eyes. “Come with me, we can drink in peace and I can show something you’ll never forget.”

      The music has started again, another polka, but he takes my arm and leads me swiftly through the ballroom to the wide glass doors that open onto a balcony.

      As we leave the lights and sound for the dark quiet of the balcony I turn and catch Hendrix in the crowd near the refreshment table. A lady in a blue dress talks to him. but he’s not looking at her. He’s watching me over her head, a stricken look on his face.

      If I had my voice, I would have run to him and explained. I would tell him of Poseidon’s punishment and Vosiro’s revenge, of my lost songs which were once so beautiful.  I would tell him of how many nights I dream of my songs and wake up with tears soaking my pillows.

      Prince Clarence pulls on my arm and we are out in the night.

      . He leads me to the far end where the balcony wraps around the side of the palace, as we reach the southern side, fragrant with the scent of flowers trailing over the stone wall, he points.

      “There.” He waves an arm to include the ornamental gardens below us.

      They’re full of trees, not the beautiful cedars like the forest at Hermitsmere, but topiary. Short stunted and tailored hedges, maimed to look like birds and chairs and globes.

      “Come.” He tugs me behind a screen.

      In a secluded alcove, there is a cushioned seat, wide enough to allow someone to lie down and sleep in the warm breeze. On a small table near it is the tray with the champagne the waiter must have delivered.

      He pours us two glasses and drinks his quickly then refills it. “My lady, you have stolen my heart.”

      He brings my hand to his lips and kisses it, then begins to pull off my glove until it comes free and my arm is bared. The next instant, his mouth is wet on my wrist and into my palm and his arm winds around my back pulling me to him.

      I turn to look over my shoulder towards where we had been. We’re too far, not even the music reaches us from the ballroom, where Hendrix is.

      “Lady, I must have you or I shall fall sick with desire.” Prince Clarence whispers and drags my hand down his body to cup the bulge in his trousers where his sex is hard.

      This is right.

      It is where I am meant to be.

      It’s what the gods foretold.

      I am meant for this.

      But my body is out of step with my thoughts and recoils. My hand of its own will wrenches out of his grasp.

      He laughs good naturedly. “Don’t be afraid, my beauty. No one will disturb us here. This is my private terrace.” He begins to unfasten his trousers. “I’ve never had anyone like you.” He sinks down on the bench. “You would be perfect if you weren’t mute.” He pulls me down next to him.

      He leans over me.

      Hendrix never called me mute. He never made me feel imperfect for my silence or even my clumsiness.

      Before Clarence’s lips reach me, I lean away.

      “Lady, don’t play with me.” He smirks. “You’re not allowed to refuse me, I’ll be king one day.” He sweeps my skirts up to run a hand over my thigh.

      My legs fight back, they push me up and before I know it, I’m running away from him back to the doors.

      I’m sorry, Goddess, to reject your gift. But this is too high a price to pay for my voice. I would sooner remain mute forever.

      Breathless, I push into the ballroom. Immediately the noise of the music hits me like a wall. I make for the place I last saw Hendrix, but he’s not there. I walk from one end of the refreshment table to the other . . . no he’s not there.

      That stricken look on his face, the savage disappointment in his eyes.

      I circle around dancing couples, scanning for his tall figure, for anyone dancing with a lady in blue.

      I can’t see him.

      Panic clogs my throat. Where is he?

      And then I spot Lady Anne and run to her.

      “My dear.” She looks at me her eyes wide with shock. “What’s the matter?”

      I stand before her, my heart hammering unable to ask her anything. Of all the times to need my voice, this is the worst.

      “Are you alright?” she asks. “Your hair is loosened and you’ve lost your glove.” She holds my arm up to show me what she means.

      I look to right and left, searching for Hendrix.

      She beckons to a maid. “Would you help the lady to her room in the guests’ wing to freshen up?”

      I ignore them, still scanning the room. He isn’t here.

      “Come, my lady.” The maid says.

      Anne, too, ushers me out, but I hesitate.

      And then the balcony doors open and Clarence walks back into the ballroom. He too scans the room and when he sees me, his face twists with anger, and he beckons to a footman and says something.

      I turn and hurry out with the maid.

      She walks me up the curving staircase towards the guests’ wing. No doubt that’s exactly where Clarence will send them to find me.

      As soon as we reach my room, I stop and gesture for the maid to leave me.

      “Are you sure, my lady?”

      I nod vigorously and open my door, waving her away. She drops a quick curtsey and turns back.

      I wait till she’s gone then grabbing handfuls of my skirt I run the other way. If I remember correctly the other side of the guest wing leads to another staircase to the governance part of the court.

      And the library.

      I walk down endless corridors until I lose my sense of direction. Where is the library? I wrack my brain trying to remember, but I’d never been sent there when I worked as maid.

      One of the arches leads to a long, well-lit corridor. I hurry down, trying doors as I go. I cannot stop thinking about the way Hendrix’ hand tightened on my waist before he reluctantly let me dance with his brother.

      My shoes clatter on the marble floors as I round a corner and then see the butler and a footman coming through a door. I flatten myself behind a pillar.

      They walk nearer and I can hear the butler.

      “… rebels smuggled in. It’s impossible to be sure with so many guests … most have brought their servants with them, search everywhere.”

      There’s a door to my left, and I’m through it in a flash, closing it behind me. My heart thuds in my chest, surely they can hear it through the wood. They pass a few moments later.

      “And don’t forget to ask Antonine to look after Prince Hendrix’s guests. He’s had to leave early … he’s taking a horse ...” The voices recede.

      I wait, eyes tightly shut until they’ve gone. And still I can’t open my eyes. What am I going to do? I wish I’d never agreed to come to this ball.

      There’s a noise. A movement.

      “Why are you here?” Hendrix’ voice.

      My eyes fly open as I turn, and an instant later I’ve run into his arms sobbing. Deep gasps wrack me as I repeat over and over. “I’m sorry I’m sorry. Forgive me. It’s you, only you I wanted, please forgive me.”

      I sink to my knees crying.

      Hendrix gathers me in his arms, making soothing noises. When I stop crying, he lifts my face, his eyes shining. “You can speak?”
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      She stops crying.

      Did I imagine her speech?

      Her mouth moves soundlessly, now. She looks at me, her eyes widen with surprise, tears are still caught in her lovely lashes.

      “Oh. I-I’m … Oh.” Then she falls silent. But she did speak, if I can even call it speech, because it sounded like a delicate bell. A beautiful sound.

      Her hand goes to her mouth, touching her lips as if to make sure they are really there.

      “Speak again.” I need to hear more.

      Before she can say anything, there’s a commotion outside.

      “Wait.” I put a finger to my lips, and look at the main doors.

      Since the message came of rebels planning an assassination, the palace security has been frantic. Threats like this come all the time, most are false. Every time, the king expects me to take the local garrison in a search of the area. It’s an empty show of power, but I’m expected to do it.

      I curse under my breath, then bundle Atrivita in my arms and carry her behind the giant desk and sink down to the floor. If anyone opens the door the library will seem dark and empty. We wait until the commotion passes out of earshot. “Can you still talk?”

      An odd expression, like fear, comes into her lovely face, as she opens her mouth to try. “I… I,” she says on a soft breath. “I hope so,” she says like a soft silver bell.

      A smile like sunrise breaks on her face. “I thought I’d given it up. I misunderstood Ishtar’s words.”

      She glances up into my eyes. “She said my voice would come back when I lie with – er” she shakes her head and her brows knit for a moment.

      I have no idea what she’s talking about, but I drink in the sound.

      “I thought she said Clarence, that’s why I went with him… er … because I wanted my voice, my songs. But she never said Clarence by name, she said, ‘your love’ and if I accept you with all my heart…”

      Bells, bells, sweet silver bells. The soothing melody of spring water on mossy rocks, or the harmony of sweet shepherd pipes high in the mountains at dawn.  How can any voice be so beautiful?

      My legs wide on the floor rugs, I pull her into my lap and cup her soft face between my big rough hands. “How is it you can now speak?”

      “The gods.”

      “What gods?” I don’t really care, I just want her to keep talking.

      She shakes her head, silent for moment. “Yamm, the lord of the Eastern Seas and Poseidon, they gave it to my fiancé. But Ishtar told me how to find it.”

      Words and names that belong in another world.

      “I’ve been such a fool.” she says. “The answer was clear from the start. Because losing my voice for Clarence shouldn’t have hurt so much if I really loved him. But it tore at my heart, every minute of every day … I wanted to die. Yet for you …” She takes my hand and puts it to her heart. “I was happy to be mute forever as long as I could have you. And … and…” her eyes search my face. “I have you, don’t I?”

      How can language sound like music? She stops talking, but the faint echoes of her words, sing in the air.

      Has she asked me a question?

      “Do I –” She’s breathing harder now, her chest expanding under that tight bodice.

      “Do you have me? Is this a serious question?” I stroke her face and sink my fingers into her hair freeing it from its flowers and jewels. “Oh, my Atrivita. I was yours since the moment I saw you step out of a line of servants to bravely confess. You’ve always had me, all of me.”

      Her eyes do that thing I’ve learnt to love. They search my face slowly as if reading my brow, my temples, nose, the scar along my jaw. They linger on my mouth.

      I press my lips against her neck when her pulse beats “Oh my Atrivita.”

      She gasps and sits up pushing me away.

      “What?” I reach for her again.

      “It was this.” She rises to her knees. “This moment. With you kissing my pulse and calling me Atrivita.” Her fingers touch the base of her neck where my lips had been. “I saw it. In the sea. The gods gave me a vision, but I thought it was Clarence. They never told me the truth, I didn’t understand that it was you.”

      This time, I have no difficulty understanding her. “Why?” Anger sharpens my words. “Why did they play such cruel games with you?”

      She shrugs “To test my courage? I don’t know, they’re gods.”

      “So?”

      “Their touch is not gentle.” She gives me a radiant smile. “But they also interceded for me. Ishtar and Min, because they said I was brave to go to them.”

      Before I can speak, her fingers press on my mouth silencing me.

      There’s a noise, shouted words and the cacophony of men and horse below the window. It’s the royal regiment preparing to march. I’m expected to lead them.

      Damn!

      My mind races with possibilities. I can’t leave her here alone, not when I’ll be gone for days, maybe weeks. My father will demand we rout out as many poor villagers and farmers as possible to make a show of ruthlessness. He’ll want enough men arrested, and hanged, their property confiscated. It’s how things are done here.

      A trumpet sounds outside and horses neigh and snort.

      “They are waiting for you.” She whispers, trying to be brave to let me go to my duty.

      The trumpet calls again, but this time it doesn’t make my heart tighten. I can even feel a smile widening on my face because I’m no longer the man I was two hours ago. Even half an hour ago.

      Her eyes ask me.

      “I think I’ve just resigned my army commission. Would you have me if I were an ordinary man?”

      Her brow furrows. “But the King –”

      “I don’t care.” Laughter bubbles up in my chest.

      “But the army needs a brave leader and you –"

      I press a kiss to her mouth silencing her. “I think.” I kiss her again “We have had enough of bravery, you and I to last us a life time. Let us now be cowards.” I rise to my feet and pull her up, “Would you marry this coward?”

      She laughs and it sounds like a hundred tiny bells making music. “Let’s run away back to Hermitsmere before the King catches us.”

      I laugh. I hadn’t laughed for a long, long time, and never like this.
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      Hendrix grips my thigh, lifting it high over his hip; the water splashes around us. Fallen blossoms and green needles from the cedar trees overhead rush and ebb with the waves we create. And I think we’ve startled the birds in the forest with our shouts.

      I think but am not sure because it is always like this. When Hendrix makes love to me I cannot complete a single thought.

      My head flops against his shoulder, too spent to even speak. It’s only his strong arms that hold me up in the lake.

      This is my favourite time to swim, when Hermitsmere is quiet and dawn paints the sky pearly grey. It was dawn when I first came on land, alone and naked. These days I’m human and need clothes to keep away the cold. My night dress and cloak lie in a heap on the shore next to Hendrix’s clothes.

      Dawn is also his favourite time to be with me. To tangle his hands in my hair, like he does now, and bring my face to his for a kiss. Soon he will ride to Redburgh where his equestrian school is full of new recruits.

      “I have a long day of drills today,” he says, biting my earlobe. “But will you sing for me tonight when we are in bed?”

      He doesn’t need to ask. I sing all the time. My songs attract butterflies and woodland creatures to our meadow. Even Marie- Thérèse swears her roses bloom more. Hendrix, however, always asks, he never assumes. He says my music is a precious gift.

      He has mellowed since resigning his command of the army and almost never scowls anymore. And although he still works hard, the hours we spend together are sacred to him, especially our bathing at sunrise.

      “Are you recovered, my love?” He kisses my brow and the side of my face. “Because I want you again before I leave for work.”

      Thick need roughens his words and his voice makes a sensitive muscle quiver low in my belly. I surrender to the demand of his kiss, let him suck on my tongue, and bite on my lip.

      Oh, yes I am recovered.

      One of his hands leaves my hair, stroking down my back to cup my bottom and lift me to straddle him closer. But instead of giving me what I want, he dips his head to take my hardening nipple in his mouth and torment it with his tongue. For a long time.

      He’s forgotten I know how to torment him too.

      His sex is rock hard again and throbbing between us. I reach down and brush my thumb back and forth over his tip. He lets go of my nipple with a sharp hiss throwing his head back. When I don’t stop, he pushes my fingers away with a curse and steers himself to my entrance with his hand. He gathers me closer and drives into me with a drawn out groan, stretching my insides. It’s always this initial squeezing entry, halfway between pain and pleasure that takes my breath away and forces my body to arch in a tight bow.

      He begins to thrust, dragging in and out, delicious brutal pleasure. My legs wrap tight around his strong back to bring him closer within me. Our movements become needy and urgent, uncontrolled and mindless until we both shudder together.

      We’re too breathless to shout this time.

      But something has frightened the birds. They flap, squawking deep in the forest.

      I lift my head from his shoulder to see the same question mirrored in his eyes.

      Then we hear it.

      The sound of horses in the forest. Many horses.

      And men.

      We untangle and strike out for the shore swimming fast until we reach the pebble beach and run out. Hendrix wraps me in my cloak before he hastily drags on his breeches and we sprint to our cottage.

      Half an hour later, the sun has climbed higher over the forest. I can see it from the sitting room window. A hundred royal guards have arranged themselves along the treeline at the edge of our meadow.

      Marie-Thérèse is outside. There was no time for us to smuggle her away or hide her. So, she’s here in her medicinal herbs garden doing her best to look like a poor elderly farmer.

      “You are my son, my first born.” The King’s measured voice pulls my attention back inside. He sits in the largest armchair in our home, his eyes on his eldest son.

      Hendrix stands to stiff attention and keeps his face blank.

      “Do you really imagine simply because you hide in this remote pocket that I do not know everything about you?” the king draws his heavy eyebrows together. “You have a small equestrian school in Redburgh where you teach horse riding, hunting and sports. You try to keep your head low and your ambitions buried deep, but your past reputation is too strong. It attracts hundreds of rich young men eager to join the cavalry. They even come from outside our kingdoms seeking your training.”

      I’m shocked by how much the king seems to know.

      “Instead of living as a prince should” the king continues and a disapproving note darkens his words. Instead of marrying a noblewoman, you reside here with an old crone who makes potions and salves. You choose an unknown girl and marry her in a small church up on Red Mountain. And you have three sons who live like farm boys.”

      My eyes fly to Hendrix. He says nothing, but he and I have never needed words, and after ten years, we understand each other like one soul. We are both afraid for our children from this unexplained visit.

      Why has the King come here?

      He doesn’t explain but his round about speech reminds me of a shark circling around his victim.

      “Hendrix, you could have become one of the richest men in the continent, but you accept only a fraction of the rich young men who beg to train with you. Instead, your own apprentices have opened cavalry schools nearby to meet the demand.” He sighs. “Your brother, on the other hand, spends gold on dancing and gaming. He has managed to lose the love of his wife so completely that she has taken herself to a convent. She refuses to share his bed unless he can curb his philandering. His response has been to bed every lady that takes his fancy including two foreign princesses which has caused a diplomatic crisis.”

      The king examines his hands before he explains more. “None of this would matter, but he seems to think a kingdom is ruled from the comfort of a palace. He has no liking for the North and doesn’t wish to govern ‘a cold poor wilderness.’ He has no idea how our beautiful wild mountain region has prospered in the last ten years,” the king continues. “So much trade has sprung up around you, horse breeders, saddle and tack makers, weapon smiths, to say nothing of lodges and inns.” He sweeps his hand through the air. “I don’t wish to count markets like a merchant, but you have changed the North. You have always served our kingdom and won the respect and loyalty not only of the army but of the people.”

      And here it is at last. The real reason for this unexpected visit.

      “Come back. Your brother needs to learn how a prince governs his people.” The king’s eyes flick to me briefly. “And how he ought to behave to his wife.”

      Hendrix’s face darkens and his fists tighten behind his back. He has never forgiven Clarence for his treatment of me during the Spring Ball ten years ago.

      “He would not learn from me, your majesty.” Hendrix is polite but gives his father steady eye contact. “And my family needs me—”

      “Your family are part of the royal household.” The King interrupts sharply; he taps his foot impatiently, even irritably on the floor. “You, and them, belong with us. I will recognise you formally. Your children will have royal tutors and live like princes in line for the throne.”

      Out of the window, I can see our boys play chasing rabbits among the tall grasses. The youngest crawls after them then he gives up and sits back on his bottom watching bees flit between the wild flowers. Marie-Thérèse picks him up and takes him on her lap to feed him mashed fruit from our orchard. In the distance, a white-tail deer wonders out of the forest to drink from the lake and the two older boys run towards him excited, frightening him away.

      I turn back and find Hendrix watching me. Our eyes meet for a wordless exchange. Then he turns to his father.

      “Your Majesty honours me with his offer. But I must decline. We are not suited to such a life.”

      “I will recognize your marriage, and find a noble title for your wife. She’ll be a princess, the Bishop will add her name to Sunday prayers to bestow God’s blessing on her.”

      Hendrix and I both have to press our lips flat to hold back the joke about the blessings of the gods.

      “Thank you, Father.” When he finally speaks, his voice is clear and strong. “You told me once that a poorest fisherman is richer and happier than any king. My wife and I have no desire to live at the palace, or for our sons to follow.”

      He glances at me, so much love in the stormy grey eyes. I don’t care about protocol in front of the King. My smile tells him how my heart overflows with happiness.

      The King waits a long time in silence. But something tells me this old man is not a fool and he can see that Hendrix won’t change his mind.

      At last he rises. Hendrix bows his head and I drop into a curtesy. A tiny twitch in the corner of Hendrix’s mouth tells me he too remembers that I learnt to curtesy long ago, as a maid in the palace. I keep my head down, until the Kings walks towards the door.

      But he stops before me and offers me a hand to help me rise. He leans closer. “Who are you?”

      “Your son’s wife, Your Majesty.”

      It surprises a short laugh out of him, but his eyes on me are shrewd.

      Finally he says, “Keep him happy,” and he sweeps out.

      Hendrix stands behind me, arms curled around my waist and we watch out of the window as the guards line up in a procession and lead the King out of our meadow.

      “We’re cowards, remember?” he says quietly into my hair.

      “Yes, we are.” I answer with a happy smile.

      
        
        THE END
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      Kumbaya isn't my jam. Neither are campfires. Or any temperature fluctuation out of my comfort zone which is distinctly between seventeen and twenty-three degrees Centigrade. I much prefer the urban life. Perfectly air-conditioned buildings, a glass of wine along with a dinner I didn't have to cook myself.

      Nevertheless, I'm in the lobby of a holistic retreat staring out the window at freedom. The bus we arrived in is currently kicking dust in its wake as it hightails its return to the city. Meanwhile, my next three days and nights will be filled with catch phrases such as team building, corporate synergy, and trust. A quick glance at my animated co-workers tells me my excitement level is not at peak participation, certainly not enough to seal my promotion. So I smile and bounce on my feet just a little.

      Yes, insurance is as dull as it appears. But it's stable and safe. I know what to expect. However after five years as their Office Administrator, it's time for another rung on the ladder. I'm hoping a transition to sales will add some excitement to my life, but so far none of my 'test clients' have signed on so a change isn't guaranteed.

      A squirrel pads along the deck railing in front of me. Bright eyed and furry, some might consider it cute. My friend Rhonda for instance, 'awes' over it as if she's never seen a rodent before. Funny thing, the city's crawling with them, only they don't have bushy tails and they squeak.

      "See something you don't like out there?" The retreat owner, or one of them, approaches with a clip board and a bit of swagger. A ginger in both hair, beard and the light freckles on his skin, he fits right into the aesthetic down to the plaid shirt and battered jeans. Rhonda would describe him as hot. I'm thinking rugged with a touch of confidence. It's sort of sexy.

      "Yes. Nature," I reply with a scrunched nose. "It has vile creepy, crawling things."

      "Like your co-workers?" He points to some of the interns engaged in an impromptu volleyball game on the grass and laughs. "City girl, huh? What's your name, Violet," he asks, but not in the form of a question. As if he has me pegged into a hole after a thirty second chat.

      I grimace and glance at the purple streak intermingled with my natural honey strands. "It's actually Violet."

      He grins. "Knew it had to be you." His pencil raps against the clipboard as his eyes rove the list. "Room 3G. Paired with Rhonda Flat." He delves into his pocket and draws out a key attached to a small plastic tag. "We're asking everyone to leave their keys at the front desk during the team building sessions so they don't get lost. Don't worry, your belongings will be safe."

      I take the key with a small smile. Most men I know aren't this friendly to start. It's somewhat unnerving. He begins to move to the next group, but he turns back.

      "It's Jack by the way."

      "What?"

      "My name. You were just about to ask."

      I was? "Oh, thanks."

      "See you around, Violet." He winks then turns to the next group, a bunch of pasty-skinned actuators in sweaters and dress pants.

      Rhonda heads over. Short quick steps and a pursed smile punctuate her excitement. "Whoa, Brother McHottie had you engaged for a while. I bet his voice had a gravelly, sexy tone. Did it?"

      "Brother McHottie?"

      She shakes her head and kinked copper curls fly in every direction. "You weren't paying attention in the meeting again. This place is owned by three brothers. All athletic and handsome. Your new friend is the youngest." She points to the grass where a shirtless, midnight-haired man with rippling muscles lunges for the volleyball. "He's the middle one. Named Dell. And the oldest is Sam. He's over..." she twirls a finger and scans the room, the last word from her mouth locked on a musical tone. "There." She points to a man who looked like he just rolled out of bed, baggy exercise pants, loose fitting shirt, and black hair tied back. "Oooh. I want them all."

      A chuckle escapes my lips. No matter where we go, Rhonda hunts. "I have our room key. We should go unpack."

      "Could I have your attention please?" Mr. Peabody, the head of our InsureFam branch, stands on a chair, sausage arms waving above his head and mustache twitching. "Welcome to the InsureFam retreat. Our goal for the next few days is to build trust, collaboration, teamwork, and strengthen our group. A couple of housekeeping points. All activities are mandatory."

      When a groan rises among some of the actuaries, he continues, "Yes, for everyone. We have half an hour until the first activity, and we'll meet outside. Let's have some InsureFam fun!"

      A few keeners clap while Rhonda rolls her eyes. Mr. Peabody hops off the chair with a thud and our crowd of forty disperses. Rhonda and I join the swell near the staircase.

      "Violet, a word." Mr. Peabody stands at my side and moves to the dining lounge. I follow without question. Once we're out of the group's collective earshot he says, "I'll be watching you with particular interest this weekend. If you want to prove you can move into sales the Urso brothers and their retreat are a start." He doesn't say any more. He doesn't have to. I need this change.

      Less than a half hour later, I'm standing outside the lodge, only this time I've shed my work clothes for jeans and an InsureFam t-shirt in its gaudy signature yellow. Glancing at the people around me, I stifle a laugh. We look like a sea of lemons.

      "Okay. Let's get started," Dell booms, lording over us from the top of the covered porch. He holds a superhero stance and wears a faded black 'Adrenaline Junkie' shirt. "We need ten teams. Sam is grouping you now. Each team has a map. These maps show the locations of puzzle pieces scattered throughout the property. Your objective is to find your team's puzzle pieces, bring them back here, and complete the puzzle. First team to finish their puzzle wins."

      There's a dull buzz in the crowd, or perhaps it was a bee flying above me. I jump when a hand touches my shoulder. It's Sam.

      "Well, we'll put you on this team." He puts a hand on my hip and moves me to the group four steps to my left.

      I'm paired with two male adjusters, our receptionist Doris, and a model-esque claims clerk. Meanwhile, Sam instructs Rhonda to a team on the far right loaded with sales agents. She throws me a frown as she heads over though I'm not sure why since her team has higher odds of winning based on muscles alone.

      "You," Dell bellows and then points right at me. I wind my way through the crowd to the base of the steps and he tosses me a scroll and a blue bag. "Team Blue."

      They give us five minutes to review the map and strategize. Doris has assumed control of both team and map without argument from anyone including myself. She's decided to tear the map and separate us so we can gather pieces on our own. Though I might see it as a bonehead move, pissing off Doris is a guaranteed way of not getting my promotion.

      I shiver when I receive my map piece. Down the trail. In the woods. To the furthest part of the property. All nature which borders onto more nature. I haven't been in a forest since I was seven and ran off when my parents started fighting. I was lost for hours- cold, hungry, and scared.

      The whistle blows and teams hustle. All except ours which scatters. I follow some actuators down the path but it isn't long before they veer off and I'm left on my own. As I run further, the trees grow denser. Their canopy blocks the sunlight and the air turns cool, damp and carries a musky overtone. Mosquitoes flit around me. Their buzz becomes a constant companion. One dares to land on my arm and meets its death.

      The first piece is easy to find, tucked beneath a fallen tree. The second is hidden in the river, placed in a bag, and tethered to the shore with a string. The third and forth bump the edge of the property, both hidden in dank holes that furry woodland creatures inhabit.

      I've double backed to the retreat, running past full teams heading on their way out into the wilderness. Some scowl when they see me but if it's because I'm on the return or my own, I'm not sure. The final dot on my map rests on one of the outbuildings. When I finally reach it, I take a rest with my hands on my knees and survey my surroundings. It's a wood shed. The door's open and row upon row of wood rests inside. But of course, hiding a blue piece in the shed would be too easy. I crane my neck. A sneak of blue peeks from the roof pitch above.

      Nine feet above.

      THIS is why we had to stick together. A team could reach the top. A single flower can't. Having my team lose this challenge because of me is not acceptable. Kiss my promotion goodbye. There has to be a way I can do this on my own.

      After a huff and a growl, I walk the perimeter of the shed. A smart course since there's a wooden ladder propped against a tree in the back. The wood is brittle, tinged with moss, and dirty. So very dirty. But if I'm going to finish my task and win the day, I'm going to have to suck it up and get grungy.

      I lean the ladder against the wall. Both are old and worn and their coloring matches perfectly. One sneaker touches the first rung. I place a bit of weight into it and thankfully, the wood doesn't buckle. Then I place a foot on the second rung. Still good. With a bit more confidence, I climb the remaining way. The ladder gets me close to the roof, just a few inches short. Or to be fair, I'm a few inches too short.

      I stretch enough to tickle the fabric, but it's not enough so I lift my feet a tad more so I'm almost on my tippy toes. Two of my fingers pinch the prize, but just as my smile rises, the ladder wavers.

      I grip the edge of the roof and the ladder tumbles to the ground with a dull shatter and a small shout from me.  My biceps begin to burn.

      "Help," I call without much confidence that anyone can hear me.

      I try to look over my shoulder at the ground below, but my view is blocked by hair. Jumping down might be easy, but if there's splintered wood from the ladder below me, I could seriously injure myself. And then what? Open my own InsureFam claim?

      So I cling to the roof. My fingers turn numb. My grip begins to slip.

      "Why hello there, Violet. You're the one calling for help?"

      I recognize Jack by the lazy manner of his speech. Relief floods my veins, mostly.

      "Yes."

      He chuckles. Footsteps crackle along the forest floor signaling his approach. "What's hanging?” He laughs again.

      "Funny. Can you help me down?" I readjust my grip which helps. Thank goodness for all the hours spent at the gym though I wish I'd done more chin ups.

      "Well, I don't know. That was Sam's favourite ladder. It's lying in pieces and I don't want to be the one to tell him."

      My other hand is slipping, but it's not as easy to get a firm grasp. If I fall, I could break a bone. Which might send me to the hospital and leave me behind at work. Bye Bye promotion. "I'll tell your brother. Just help me."

      My right hand slips completely. The gutter I've gripped bends and creaks. I yelp. "Please?"

      There's silence. Nothing but the pounding of my heart and the pulse of my breath. I wait. Panicked. Helpless. For what seems like forever.

      Relief comes swift. "Okay then."

      There's a further crunch of gravel and a light touch on my ankle.

      "Let go," he says, "I've got you."

      Two deep breaths later, I release my hand.

      Falling.

      He catches me with ease. Cradling my body in his arms.

      I take a moment to regain my composure before opening my eyes. When I do, I'm looking directly at him, at a green lighter than pines and darker than grass. Heat rushes to my cheeks. I swallow, suddenly aware of the placement of his hands, the spots where our bodies touch.

      Perhaps he feels it too. His Adam's apple bobs and the words which seem to flow so confidently from his mouth have stopped.

      Everything's stopped.

      He watches as if hungry for the sight of me. "Are you okay?" he whispers.

      I nod.

      "Nothing hurts?"

      I shake my head.

      "Good." He pauses. "What were you doing up there?"

      "Getting the blue's puzzle piece." I whisper back.

      The lines near his eyes deepen. There's a tad more pressure in his fingers which send streams of warmth through me. "There aren't any pieces on the roof." He must see my eyes widen because he continues. "They're in the shed."

      "Oh." It's the only thing I can say.

      Somewhere in the forest behind us, there's the sharp snap of a twig. Voices waver on the breeze. The sound draws Jack's attention away. He leans and places my feet on the ground.

      "So what was the blue thing?" I ask.

      Jack surveys the ground until be finds a piece of blue fabric, dirty, worn and a lighter shade than the one I've been hunting. "Must've been put there by a bird or a squirrel. You should go get your piece."

      "Thanks," I say as if in a drunken stupor. Everything about him has caught me off guard.

      "Go," he tells me before one final wink.

      I look to the path to check the approaching players and when I turn back to Jack, he's gone.
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        * * *

      

      We win the team challenge. Doris is thrilled her strategy paid off. The rest of the afternoon goes by uneventful and since the bar is closed by ten, both Rhonda and I opt for an early night.

      Someone must have me on their hate list because my activity the next morning is white water rafting. I've been randomly paired with four brokers, smooth and suave, dressed in board shorts and t-shirts, and we stand in a row while Dell hands out life vests.

      The zipper on my vest is caught and I wriggle to free it. Dell stops, shoves my hands out of the way and fixes it, sewing up the teeth with enough force to knock my balance.

      He grimaces, then barks in a loud authoritative voice. "You'll need to focus on your core strength. The water can get choppy and strong muscles can mean the difference between staying on the boat and going overboard. Listen to my instructions, and we'll be fine."

      "Overboard?" Flutters arrive, bringing 'what-if' questions with them. I don't like the sound of this boat trip.

      A stream of broad shoulders hop into the raft. My entrance- totally different. Knee deep in the water, I'm too short to swing a leg over in elegant style so it's more like the 'seal flopping onto the ice flow' kind. I'm halfway in with my stomach perched on the rim and legs dangling in the air, trying to grab something in the raft that's stable so I can pull myself in, but a hand grips my ankle and swings my around into the boat.

      "In you go," Dell says and in one shot, leaps into the boat. "Stay back here. You might need help again."

      I murmur thanks and take the paddle I'm handed.

      Dell settles into the space opposite me. Lines of muscles peek out from the arms of his shirt and his legs are rock solid. "We'll take this slow. One. Two."

      Three.

      The boat spurs to life and we paddle into the deeper water. As a group we fall into a rhythm and the raft moves faster. The water splashes with each lift. The sunshine warms my skin, and the breeze carries the faint scent of grass. A smile plays on my lips, and the more I fall into the groove, the less my arms ache.

      Rafting isn't half bad. Maybe I was wrong about the nature thing.

      That thought lasts less than a minute. That's about the amount of time it takes our group to reach choppy water. Waves dance around us. Their slapping against the rubber grows louder the more we press on. The raft begins to rock.

      "We're moving now," Dell says. "This is where things become more interesting."

      The front dips low and bobs back up.

      "Woo yeah," one of the guys up front says. "This is what I'm talking about."

      "Can I get off?" I ask, but I don't think anyone hears me over the whipping water.

      The raft dips again. My paddle hits something hard. Rocks edge closer to the surface. Water rushes over and around them, frothing with speed, getting whiter the faster and further we go. I grip the paddle tighter, and don't realize that I'm holding my breath until I gasp for air.

      We jolt and twist and turn down the river. The guys begin to laugh and shout. Dell's instructions demand to be heard over the roar of the water. I yelp when we hit a rock and the raft tips to the side.

      Then as quickly as the rapids came, they begin to fade away. We slow with the change of the water and have to dip our paddles to keep some momentum.

      There's a tap on my arm, and I turn to a stern face.

      "You need to watch," Dell tells me. "Stop your squeaking and help out your team. Or next time we'll be tipping into the water and it's not warm."

      He flicks a few drops onto my face and arms to prove his point. Their chill instantly raises my flesh.

      "I'm not sure I like this."

      "Not to worry. I haven't lost anyone yet. Your team is depending on you," he tells me. "Stay focused."

      The guys in front are goofing off. One gets hit with a paddle. Another rocks the raft and Dell's eyebrow twitches.

      "Cool it. The water's speed is starting to pick up. This next section is tricky, but easy to get through if you listen to my instructions. Remember this is a team building exercise. We work together and no one falls in."

      The change in the current is subtle, but once I notice it my heart begins to pound and I grip the paddle tighter. I look at Dell, who's expression is stone cold concentration, but somehow he manages to snap out of it and toss me a reassuring wink. The boat sways. Then begins to turn.

      "Start paddling. Work together," our leader yells over the rush of the water.

      We try. I watch the broker in front of me and match his strokes. My legs hurt from my kneeling position, and my breathing is heavier. The raft dips and my stomach knots, but I keep going. We all do. Dell shouts instructions and we follow them, shifting left, right, straight, right again. The white water sprays my face, blinding me for a second. It's cold but tempered by the sun it isn't so bad.

      In fact, this is kind of fun. I'm even digging the rush of adrenaline. I can paddle. Who knew?

      The raft turns in a sudden motion and tips my side, but we shift the weight and fix it before we catch air and crash back into the rapids. It tips again and a paddle flies towards me and there's a crash of cold. I've tumbled into the water.

      With no sense of direction, I twist to find the surface and hit pebbles instead. It's hard to think and when I reach the surface, I inhale with a thousand needle pricks slamming my lungs. My limbs are shaking and even though I try to move out of the swells and to the shore, the rapids carry me on a jarring ride to calmer water. It takes a long time to move. Dell was wrong. The water isn't cold. It's freezing.

      I can't believe I imagined this was fun.

      Nature is bad.

      Bad.

      Bad.

      Bad.

      What follows after is hazy. Dell running to my side and lifting me to my feet. Leading me to the pick up point.  My legs move, but the chill grinds to my bones. The rest of the team sits by the river while Dell and I sit on a tree stump. A jeep arrives and Jack hustles from the driver side, blanket in hand.

      "Way to go, Dell. Trying to kill the guests wasn't in the brochure."

      Dell runs a hand through his hair. "I thought they could handle it. She could. One of them hit her with a paddle by accident."

      Two hands touch my cheeks. "Hey Violet, how are you feeling?"

      "Cold." On cue, my teeth chatter.

      Jack lifts me to my feet and takes me to the car. "The heater's running. We'll get you warm."

      I'm already getting there. He's leaned over to fix the seatbelt and his breath warms my skin. The seatbelt clicks and he shuts the door with a thud.

      Jack flips the key and the jeep squeals into gear. We bounce down the cow path, but at least this time I'm on land.

      "You seem to be a glutton for punishment."

      "Not intentionally. You know, taking guests on the river like that could be an insurance nightmare."

      "Not likely. Everyone signs a liability waiver when they arrive. Even you."

      "Had I known your brother would lead us into white water, I might have reconsidered."

      "Oh no. I'm not buying it. You knew what this team building event was about. Admit it. You fell in the river just to spend time with me."

      I laugh. "If I wanted to spend time with you, I'd have signed up for your medicinal plant hike later this afternoon."

      "You didn't?" His head swivels to me and back to the cow path. "I mean, you're missing out. I give great hike."

      I snort, but secretly I'm wondering about hikes and other ways we could spend time alone. "I've had my share of nature today, thanks."

      "Well. Maybe nature's not had its share of you."

      He smiles but keeps his eyes on the road. One hand hangs over the top of the steering wheel with such ease, I get a little jealous. To have that kind of contentment, to have your place and know that you belong; it's something I've only wished for.

      Our drive is too short. I'm fine by the time Jack pulls up to the lodge and shuts off the ignition, but reluctant to leave.

      "Thanks for coming to my rescue yet again." I pull the blanket tighter to my chest and make no move to leave.

      "No problem. It's what us nature boys do."

      "Do you do it often?" The words pop out of my mouth and I realize what I've said. My cheeks heat.

      He grins and looks at the wheel. "Rescue people? No. You're in a class by yourself, Violet."

      Our eyes meet, connecting in ways that tie me in knots. This guy. He understands me, and it's not an easy thing since sometimes I don't know myself.

      "So are you."

      I lean in to kiss him. I aim for his cheek and an innocent 'thank you' peck, but he turns his head and I touch his lips instead. A kiss with just a little bit of pressure, not sterile and cold or deep and wet, and then it's over.

      Jack smiles as he pulls away. "That will give you something to think about in yoga."

      Yes, yes it will. "Still trying to convince me to hike?"

      "Nah. I'll pick my battles. I'll see you later."

      "You know you will since you have my itinerary."

      "Cocktails at six. Dinner at seven-thirty."

      "I'll see you then." I climb out of the jeep and close the door just as Jack rolls down the window.

      "Hey, Violet. Have fun in Sam's class." He winks, but as I walk further away I wonder what my next activity will bring.

      

      Prior to the retreat we were given a choice: hot yoga or a forest hike to learn about medicinal plants.  Rhonda and I took one look at the list and simultaneously said 'hot yoga.’ Since my form of medicine comes in boxes from a store, my choice was easy. Yoga, especially hot yoga isn't nature and its something familiar so I was all in. Besides, it would give me a chance to get closer to Sam, the oldest brother and perhaps the insurance decision-maker.

      Rhonda's a yoga junkie, but now with Sam teaching the class she's eager to show off her moves and her butt in spandex.

      That's how I end up in a downward dog, butt in the air and blood rushing to my head. I'm breathing in short gasps, not deeply like Sam keeps reminding the class. Loose strands of hair stick to my face and neck. There's some in my mouth, but between maintaining a steady breath and trying to keep my hands from slipping, I'm too busy to try and spit it out. The skin between my breasts dews as beads trickles towards my neck. I'm covered in sweat. My clothes are splotched with wet patches and I'm pretty sure that my bright pink yoga pants have a sweat spot right in my butt crack. So attractive.

      Luckily, there's only one man in the class. Sam. He wanders through the field of eight women, bare chested and barefoot. His longish curls aren't wet at all, but there's a fine sheen on his chest which every woman has been admiring through stolen glances. He walks in between me and Rhonda and places a palm on her back, pushing it flatter. She's got a small smile and I stifle a laugh when she wiggles her ass. Sam doesn't seem to notice though, he continues on his wayward path, the hardwood creaking beneath his feet.

      Rhonda turns her head towards me and mouths, "Oh my god. He's so hot."

      Yeah, so am I. But not in a good way.

      Honestly, Sam is okay, but I'm not attracted to him like Jack. Our kiss flashes in my mind and for the millionth time in this class I question if I should have gone hiking instead.

      "Okay, now we're going to transition to exalted warrior pose."

      Oh no. This morning's adventure is catching up and my muscles have begun to ache. I'm beginning to feel like an exhausted warrior.

      I twist my neck to see how the other women are moving and they make it look ridiculously easy. My transition is anything but smooth. I waver back and forth while attempting to shift my balance and huff with effort before I settle into something that looks like the right pose but isn't because my foot's in the wrong spot.

      The click of the hardwood and hurried footsteps warn me that Sam's approaching. "Need some help, sweetheart?"

      I reply with a choke of breath which he takes as an invitation because he leans towards me and I'm engulfed in a swirl of tea, and musk, and peppermint. He touches my ankle and shifts my foot a few inches which stops the swaying and he moves my arm so it's straight in the air. Then he puts his large hands on either side of my hips and twists my body just a bit.

      "How's that?"

      "Better," I say. His corrections were perfect. I'm stable on my feet and I can breathe.

      "Good." He locks his eyes with mine, and his fingertips shift sending tingles into my spine.

      "Do yoga adjustments require a special kind of insurance?"

      "Not that I'm aware of."

      We have a moment where nothing is said, and then his hands move. Higher. By an inch. Then another. And then he grazes my breast. Caught in shock by his brazen actions, I pull away and tumble to the floor, hitting the wood with a loud slap. Seven heads swivel and glare at me. Sam has already risen to his feet as if nothing happened.

      More heat rises to my face, and I feel my skin turning a deeper shade of red. A mix of anger and embarrassment hangs over me like a cloud for the rest of the class. What a dog. I can't believe he did that. I can't believe I let him get away with it. I should say something. I shouldn't say anything especially since Rhonda's keenly interested in him. Maybe I should release all the tension in my body and let it go. Maybe I should complain to the rest of management. If I do, there's no way I'd secure them as a client. Who wants to buy insurance from the woman who complains about them?

      Before I know it, the class is finished. A few women roll up their mats and immediately leave.  I think two have fallen asleep. I sit and take a long sip of water, and the model-esque claims clerk bounces past. Her blonde ponytail swings and I catch the wink she tosses at Sam. I also catch him turn around and check out her ass when she leaves the room. It makes me snort. Sam might be gorgeous and built like a god, but he's a player too.

      "Ready to go?" I ask Rhonda and begin to roll my mat.

      "What was that about?"

      "What?" I wait while she finishes cleaning hers.

      "That thing between you and," she whisper-shouts and rolls her eyes in Sam's direction. He's poking one of the women with a toe to see if she'll wake.

      "There was no thing. He fixed my pose so I wouldn't fall over."

      She purses her lips. "It looked like more than that."

      I lead her to the studio door. "It wasn't. Trust me. He runs a touch too hot for my taste. Besides, you called dibs."

      Holding the door open for her, Rhonda storms through, but her anger dies quickly. "Sorry. It just looked like..."

      "Nothing," I say. "I'm not interested in him, just selling him insurance."

      Rhonda's thinks for a moment and her eyes widen. "Oh, your promotion."

      "Yes, my promotion."

      Her shoulders relax. "I get it now."

      "Good."

      We head back to our room for showers and primping time prior to dinner. The agenda said dress wear so I took it literally, bringing a nice blue cocktail dress. Paired with cream heeled sandals, it makes my legs look inches longer than they are.

      Heads turn when we enter the bar. Rhonda's let her curls loose and she's wearing an attention-grabbing red number. With deep, deep cleavage.

      "There's Sam," she says. Her eyes dart to the far side of the room where flames flicker in the fireplace. Sam's leaning against the mantle and his hand runs over the stones and mortar as he speaks to two guys from sales. He's changed out of his yoga clothes into jeans and a shirt, unbuttoned enough that dark hair peeks out from behind several pendants. "I'll see you later?"

      "Later," I reply and while she heads towards Sam, I weave through the crowd to the bar.

      I lean on the dark mahogany to peek at the bottled beer in the small cooler behind the bar and have to dangle my feet off the floor to see anything properly.

      "Hanging out again, Violet? This seems to be a theme with you." Jack places a filled glass in front of one of the receptionists and slides over. Unlike his brother, he hasn't changed, but his rugged outfit blends right into the wood and stone.

      The room turns warm, and my cheeks hurt from smiling. I plant my feet back on the floor. "Funny. You don't have a list so I needed to look at the selection."

      He grins and lifts the heavy wood panel at the end of the bar. "Then get back here and look."

      Accepting his invitation, I take to few steps around to get behind the bar. "You invite all your customers back here? It could be a significant insurance risk if you're not covered properly."

      "Really?" His eyebrow lifts and he studies me a bit too hard. "Then it's a good thing we don't allow people back here." He points at a sign above the bottles which clearly reads: Customers not permitted behind bar.

      "So, I'm breaking the rules."

      "First time for everything. Somehow I think you prefer to follow them."

      My smile fades. He reads me well. Rules, order- stable things that give me the peace I never had as a child. I dip down to read a label even though I'd mentally made a selection before I came back here. "I'm surprised at your variety."

      From the corner of my eye, he fills a shot glass. "We also have seven craft beers on tap. Have to cater to the city folk." He moves away and returns a moment later just as I rise.

      "Sorry I'm late," Dell squeezes past both of us and moves to the opposite end of the bar. His hair is still wet and smells of pine and hickory. "She's not supposed to be back here."

      "I've allowed it," Jack says and fills another order.

      A din has settled on the room and when Dell cranks the sound system, everyone else fades into the background. I wait patiently watching Jack move with efficiency handing out beer, pouring wine, mixing cocktails. At one point he reaches across my body for a tiny umbrella and our arms brush. A spark flashes across my skin.

      When there's a lull on his side of the bar, I gesture to the beer and say, "Which one do you recommend?"

      He leans back and takes a long look, scanning me from toe to head. "None of them. Wait here." He strides over to Dell, says something and quickly returns. "Come with me."
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        * * *

      

      He swings the bar open as if the wood weighs of air, takes my hand and leads me through a door which I thought led to the kitchen. It does, but to the side is a stairwell to the cellar. He flicks on the light and a bald bulb begins to hum. I peer at the darkish stairs and unease seeps into my bones. What if there are spiders or rats?

      Jack squeezes my hand. "You won't find any vile, creepy, crawling things down here. I promise."

      He winks, and I half-laugh, pleased that he remembered my thoughts on nature word for word. Then he leads me into the deep, dark beneath.

      The stairs creak and I can tell they're simple plywood boards. It's a perfect moment to further my plans for a promotion. "You know, if you can't prove these stairs are repaired on a regular basis and a staff member trips, your insurance might not adequately cover it." Really, I don't know if it's true or not so I pray it sounds like I know what I'm talking about.

      "Then I guess it's a good thing the only people allowed down here are Ursos." His voice echoes the closer we get to the bottom.

      I stop with three stairs left to go. "But I'm not an Urso."

      "Good thing you're with one then."

      Something clicks and there's light. Jack has a hand on the switch, but he's looking at me. The glow darkens the red of his hair and hides a side of his face, but I see him. A kind, considerate man who puts his brothers before himself. Someone who needs more opportunities to play outdoors as well. I have the sense he's seeing into me too and I rub my arm. He must see how lost I am. I wonder if he's figured out I'm in insurance because I don't know what else to do.

      He reaches out to take my hand and helps me down the last few stairs. His hand is warm. Calloused and soft at the same time and his touch starts a twinge in my stomach.

      "Where are we?" I'm lost in a forest of green surrounded by laugh lines and faint freckles. I haven't even glanced at the room.

      "The wine cellar," he whispers, and turns me around.

      I gasp. He promised. There are no spiders or crawly bugs down here. Instead the full footprint of the building is filled with soft light, rich looking wood, and rows of wine bottles. Oak hangs in the air, the scent emanating from the barrels piled near the back of the room.

      "It's beautiful," I say, breezing over the bottles with my fingertips until I reach a cask. A black bear has been branded into the wood with URSO BROS beneath it. "You make wine? We're in the middle of the woods."

      Jack smirks and comes towards me. "We're not that far from civilization. It only takes the bus an hour to get here." He folds his arms on the cask. "And the valley is a ten-minute drive away. We have vineyards there. We store the special reserves here."

      I lick my lips and take in my surroundings. Jack too. He fits here, just like Sam fits in the yoga studio, and Dell on the water. There's a calmness in him, happiness, and pride. No, it's something different. Fulfillment. He's found his place. It makes me jealous I haven't found mine yet.

      "Why did you bring me here?" I whisper. In the glow of yellow light and the stillness of the room I can't bring myself to be loud.

      "Because you're not a beer-drinking kind of woman. Cocktails are too frilly. Liquor's too harsh. I thought you'd appreciate something more refined." He walks over to the wall of bottles, scans them for a minute before he reaches down and takes one.

      "Five years ago," he says and walks to a table laden with glasses. "It was a dry, hot summer. Perfect growing conditions and our best vintage to date."

      "You know me so well. Even after a day."

      He doesn't reply, but the corner of his mouth raises. I wish I knew what he thought.

      The cork releases with a loud pop then liquid splashes against glass. Jack watches the wine with care and he puts a finger to his lips when some splashes on it. My mouth waters. He hands me a glass and takes one of his own. We raise a toast and then the most delicious melody hits my tongue.

      "Cherry. Plum. A hint of oak." Heaven.

      "You know wine." He nods as if I've just confirmed something.

      "I dabble. Took a sommelier course but didn't get to the exam. Real life got in the way."

      "It can do that sometimes." He speaks as if he's including himself.

      "This is delicious."

      "See? Nature's not so bad. It gives us grapes which give us this." He sips again.

      "Oh, so taking me to the cellar and showing me your stores is part of an elaborate scheme to like the outdoors?"

      He shrugs. "Maybe if you see the benefits you'll be more inclined to come back."

      "Is that what you want?"

      "Isn't it what you want?"

      Yes. No. I'm getting used to Jack too fast and of course I want to see him again. Even an hour away, it's still long distance, two different worlds. How long would it be before the drive and life in general wear us down? Is he worth the effort, the inevitable heartache in the end?

      Once again, Jack watches me as if he knows the answer I seek. There's a bump on the floor above us, but below the air is still, the silence filled with unspoken words. I look at Jack, at the plaid and the jeans, and the way his lips curl at the side and I know what I want, but I don't know how to ask.

      Perhaps my look was enough. He tracks forward, wordlessly moves my glass, and leans. Up close he smells like cinnamon, fresh air, and everything about the outdoors that scares me. But Jack's wrapped those scents and packaged them in a different box. One I really want to unwrap. I place a hand on his chest. The supple cloth is warm and his heart beats steady beneath it.

      "Violet," he whispers, lips inches from mine.

      I wrap my fingers, tug his shirt towards me, and finally the distance is closed.

      He kisses me and when I kiss him back, he leans in and wraps his arms around me. He tastes of wine, and the heat that radiates off him warms me to my core. I nip his bottom lip and he responds by grinding our lips together. It's hot, feverish, desperate and everything I didn't know I wanted.

      His hand tracks lower to cup my ass and pushes me towards him leaving me no doubt that he is rock hard everywhere. I'm surprised at how quickly this man has become a drug. I would do anything for a fix, but my head reminds me I'm here for work.

      I break our kiss long enough to mummer against his mouth. "I'm missing the dinner."

      He grabs my ass a little tighter. "Are you kidding me? You are dinner."

      The wine must be getting to my head because when Jack drops those oh-my-god-sexy words, all thoughts of work vanish and I only want him more.

      "Does that make you dessert?" I tease.

      I reach to kiss him again, but my height inhibits us. A factor Jack quickly rectifies when he lifts me off my feet and sets me on the table. I scoot back to make sure I'm not going to fall and then pull him to me where he settles between my thighs. His worn jeans feel soft against my skin, a gentle contrast to the hardness that presses against me.

      "Damn right, it does." He whispers just before our lips touch. But this time he's slow and cautious, gradually building the pressure of our kiss into a crescendo. My hand snakes through his hair, keeping him exactly where I want him. He keeps one hand planted by my side on the table. The other travels from my thigh to my breast and back down again.

      I want more. I want it all.

      "Jack." Footsteps bang down the stairs.

      Jack steps away. He's flushed with hair poking in every direction and I can only imagine I mirror his look. Sam hits the bottom of the stairs just as I cross my legs.

      "Hey." Sam's eyes dart between the two of us before they fall to the floor. "Dell needs your help. The register is jammed. Won't take more than a minute."

      "Wait here," Jack says and quickly adjusts himself before he turns. "Have another glass of wine. I won't be long."

      He flies up the stairs taking them two at a time while Sam lingers, but doesn't speak. Suddenly the space which moments before was soft and homey has become all kinds of awkward. I straighten the hem of my skirt and look at the barrels.

      Sam approaches. "So, you and Jack?"

      "Yes. Me and Jack." But for how long I'm not sure. I go back to the city, to the real world, tomorrow.

      Sam purses his lips and nods. There's a shift in his expression. The searing heat from the yoga studio is gone and in its place is a calmness. No, a protectiveness. He crossed his arms across his chest and with the movement, the charm on his necklace catches the light.

      "He must really like you to invite you behind the bar and he doesn't bring anyone down here. It's like his private sanctuary."

      "Like the studio is yours."

      "Well, not everything in my studio is private." He winks. This guy is such an over-the-top bro. He reminds me of the long line of investment bankers, sales executives, and managers in the city who troll the clubs. The only difference is that Sam uses the serenity of yoga to draw ladies in rather than tailored suits and black credit cards. But he's genuine too. Not a bad guy, just not the guy for me.

      "Don't hurt him."

      "It's not my intention."

      "What are you going to do?"

      It's a good question. One that's been treading water in my head since our kiss in the jeep and is breaking out into a front crawl now. Jack's a good guy and if he lived in the city he'd be the perfect fit for me. However, he thrives among trees and vineyards not concrete and parking lots and I'm not sure I can let go of my hang ups.

      "Maybe I'll have to come for a visit." The phrase pops out of my mouth before I can think and immediately I regret it because it promises a future possibility I don't know I can commit to.

      Sam's eyes soften. "No maybes about it. You think a wine cellar is all my brother has to show you?"

      "Really? You couldn't just say 'sure'?"

      He takes a few steps towards me, pointing to his chest. "Wingman, right here."

      I laugh.

      The conversation dies.

      We wait.

      After a few minutes Sam says, "Looks like the register isn't an easy fix. Let's go upstairs and wait at the bar."

      He lets me lead the way and we head to the main level. The kitchen bustles with the clash and bang of stainless steel and the scent of roast chicken makes my stomach growl. I swing the door to the bar area open and the hinge creaks as I walk through.

      And then I stop. All eyes, everyone in my company, turn their heads and look at me. Including Mr. Peabody who's standing at the front of the room, holding a microphone. His eyes narrow and face flushes. Mine on the other hand, turns cold.

      I'm in trouble. Not only have I skipped part of a scheduled event, Mr. Peabody knows and even if I had good standing with him and he decided to let it slide, he can't because the entire staff knows too. There's no good outcome to this. I've lost my promotion. He might as well fire me right now because after a tease of change in my life, I don't know if I could continue to be the Office Admin.

      What's worse is one pair of eyes belong to Rhonda. She's halfway across the room, an empty chair next to her place at the table, and the hurt pulses off of her. For a second I can't imagine why and then it clicks when Sam's hand bumps my waist. I told her I wasn't attracted to Sam. I wished she believed me.

      With everyone still watching, I hold my head up and walk to Rhonda's table. Once I'm in the vacant seat, Mr. Peabody raises the mic.

      "Lovely to have you join us, Violet," he says before he continues with his speech about goals, profits, and making our customer think they're number one.

      "It's not what you think," I whisper to Rhonda and lean closer so avoid eavesdroppers. "We didn't-"

      "Shut up." Rhonda's glare could make the Ice Queen's look like a summer day. "I don't want to hear it."

      "But-"

      "Shut up."

      Two words end our conversation for the next hour while Mr. Peabody gives the rah-rah team speech and hands out service awards. I listen to none of it. Instead I count down the minutes until I can explain the truth to Rhonda and maybe, if I'm lucky, fight for my promotion.
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        * * *

      

      When the dinner is finished, Rhonda edges her way to the door. She's not getting away. I rush over and latch onto her shoulder.

      "Would you just wait?"

      She twists around in a tornado of fury. "Shut up. I don't want to hear what you have to say. You knew I liked him, but that didn't stop you from disappearing with him. Did you even consider our friendship?"

      I sneak a glance at the rest of the room. Our co-workers have cleared out and only the lodge staff remain, dishes clinking as they clear the tables. Dell stands at the bar, wiping glasses with a cloth and a ginger head bobs behind the counter as Jack troubleshoots the register. Meanwhile Sam stands in the lobby. Close enough to the door to hear our conversation, but far enough away to give us the illusion of privacy.

      "Of course, I did. Nothing happened with him. He's not the reason I skipped dinner."

      "Really? Then why did you?" There's an insolence in her tone which tells me she doesn't believe me. It's nothing new. Rhonda's a fair-weather friend at best, and the fact that she's acting this way is pissing me off especially since I'd been clear that I wasn't into Sam.

      So, when it comes to her question, I pause. When I followed Jack to the wine cellar, the fact I was ditching dinner didn't even flicker in my mind. Around him all other thoughts, worries about creepy crawly things, everything, vanished. For a perfect moment, I was exactly where I needed to be. If only I knew why. But I won't tell Rhonda that. Not now with all three Urso brothers pretending not to listen in. Instead, I give a lame answer.

      "I didn't feel like it."

      Her eyes widen. "You didn't feel like it? I thought you were better than that. At least you could've tried an excuse. Maybe you had an emergency phone call. You spilled something on your dress and had to change." Her eyes catch Sam as he passes us and heads for his brothers.

      "You know what? I'm done with you." She stalks out of the room and I begin to follow her, but Mr. Peabody re-enters the room.

      "Ah Violet, I wanted to speak to you. I was disappointed to see you arrive late for dinner."

      I search past his shoulder for Rhonda, but she's already fled up the stairwell. "I apologize, but I was busy."

      "Yes, trying to sell insurance to the Ursos I know. But you don't have to worry about that anymore. Three of your test clients called today and have signed on. Seems you’re a natural. Congratulations on your promotion." He grips my hand and shakes with too much vigor. "We'll discuss details back in the office, but for now, why don't you have a celebratory drink."

      He waves a hand at the bar as he leaves, and when I look over, Dell has stopped cleaning. Sam is rapping the bar with his knuckle. Jack freezes, the register cover in his hands only partially attached. My heart drops.

      "You were told to make a sales pitch?" Sam asks.

      I look past him to Jack who's staring at the glasses lining the bar, but his jaw is clenched. I'm sure he's thinking of all the off-handed comments I've made over the past two days. And strangely, while I couldn't admit to Rhonda that I forgot about dinner because of Jack, I refuse to repeat my mistake and give him a lame excuse too.

      "Yes. My boss told me that if I wanted a promotion, I had to procure you as a client." Every word drags me into the deep, dark beneath and my stomach sours.

      Jack slams the register on the bar and stalks away. Dell and Sam watch him leave.

      I gasp. This can't be happening. Not when I'm finally getting what I wanted. "Jack. Wait."

      I run after him, but Dell blocks the kitchen doorway. "I think it's best if you pack your things and leave."

      "Tonight," Sam adds.

      At some point, I've begun to cry. Tears stream down my cheeks and all I want is to talk to Jack, to explain what happened. "Please, I have to speak to him. I have to explain."

      "You've said enough," Dell says matter-of-fact. "We've heard enough."

      I think about trying to push past him, but with his arms crossed across his chest, he fills the whole doorway. If there's one thing I've noticed about these brothers it's that they're close. Sam and Dell will do anything to protect their brother. Even if it means keeping me away. I need to see Jack, but this is a fight I'm going to lose no matter what.

      A hand touches my shoulder and I swing around. It's Sam. His expression is heavy, like he's sad and sorry at the same time. "Time to go."

      I wipe the tears away with the back of my hand then my arms fall limply to my sides. And for the moment, until I can think of a better way, I let Jack go.

      

      Once upon a time, I thought getting a promotion to sales would bring some excitement to my life. But the victory felt empty. It came at a high cost, and Rhonda's gossip caused so much tension between me and my co-workers that after a few weeks, I left.

      I've been searching the want ads of the newspaper and learned it's a desolate wasteland. In an arid country of service and sales positions I'm wandering lost. Nothing tempts me to apply. I find excuses. Sales? Been there, done that, never again. Waitress? No. My ass is still bruised from being pinched during my tenure at the college bar. Child care? Postal Worker? Medical Assistant? No, no, and no. I know what I want and it's not in an advertisement. It's a position which might not even exist, but it didn't hurt to ask. Which is exactly what I did.

      Two freaking months ago.

      Those Urso brothers sure do take their sweet-ass time.

      When I see Dell sitting on my stoop, I'm a little surprised, but hope begins to bloom. Maybe he has good news. I stop beside him, placing the bag of groceries on the stairs. "Hi."

      "Hi yourself," Dell says and peeks into the bag. "What's for dinner?"

      "I'm sorry soup with a slice of humble pie."

      He snorts. "Did you and your friend make up?"

      "No. Turns out we're not as close as I thought and time's shown me our friendship may have been a bit toxic."

      Dell nods. "You may be right. We got your letter. Sam and I spent hours debating your proposal. We didn't tell Jack either."

      "He doesn't know you're here." It stings. I'd wanted to hear that Jack sent Dell or that he missed me.

      "Nah. It wouldn't help his current mood." Dell gestures to the spot of cement next to him and I sit. "He's our baby brother and sacrificed the most for the lodge. While Sam has his studio classes and I'm on the water, Jack's managing staff and keeping the books.”

      "Stuck inside all day."

      "Stuck inside all day." Dell repeats. "Sucks for a guy who wants to hike in the woods or wander the vineyards. Which is why we had to give your letter serious consideration."

      I open my mouth to speak, but he cuts me off. "It's what's best for Jack. Getting someone to help with the lodge. And we both give you props for approaching us with the idea, but we're not sure that you are what's best for Jack. You used him. All of us actually."

      "I didn't mean to. It wasn't like that. I didn't know what I wanted."

      My whole life I thought a steady job and life in the city is what I needed. Predictability. No surprises. But I've realized that's not true. A job isn't going to give me stability. An ever-changing city isn't either. However, a person can. And I lost it when Jack walked away, never realizing what he offered at the time. Even while talking with Dell, I don't care about the job, it's Jack I want.

      "I believe it. You don't strike me as the type who wanted to go into insurance because of the excitement." He wrings his hands. "Jack doesn't let people get close. But he let you in."

      He looks at his hands and taps his thumbs. A car drives past. A bike bell chimes across the street. Hot dogs from the vendor on the corner waft on the breeze. Dell's silence kills me. I have to know what they decided.

      "Well, how did you determine if I'm best for Jack? What criteria did you use?"

      "We didn't use any. It's not our decision." He stands up and hops over to the Jeep parked on the street. "You're going to have to take your case to him."

      And two hours later, Dell pulls the Jeep into a reserved spot next to the lodge. The ignition's still running when I hop out and do a quick scan for Jack. There's a cheer group running a practice on the lawn, a few people enjoying beverages on the veranda, and a couple groups with life vests heading to the dock. But no Jack.

      "He's gone for a hike," Sam says as he approaches us. "You might want to wait inside until he gets back."

      I shake my head. I've waited two months to see Jack, I'm not willing to wait any longer. "No. I'll find him."

      Sam stares at me for a long moment, then reaches into the back of the vehicle and pulls out a small kit bag. "Up that path. Go straight for a few miles."

      "A few miles?" I take a quick look at the sneakers I'm wearing and wonder if they'll be good enough for the haul. Hell, I'm wondering if I'm fit enough for the haul. The last trail I took didn't lead up any valley walls. "Oh well, no one said this would be easy."

      Sam nods. "You've got to face your fears if you want the guy." He hands me the kit bag. "Compass. Map. Water. Food. First Aid kit."

      "A word of advice," Dell chimes in. "Don't take no for an answer."

      "Wasn't planning on it."

      Sam pushes me towards the path. "And use the bear repellent if necessary."

      "Bear repellent?" I look back at Sam and Dell, almost missing my step.

      He snickers. "Kidding. Get moving."

      Which I do. The first part is a cinch. Into the woods, along a small trail which borders the river. No squirrels. No bears. Only sunshine and a pleasant breeze. Then the path leads me further inland. An incline begins and soon I'm stepping on mounds of granite, gradually climbing until the trickle of water isn't even a whisper.

      I'm alone. Twigs snap under my feet. Birds tweet in nearby trees. The smell of wet earth envelops me. And I'm not afraid. In fact, the deeper into the woods I go, my resolve to find my destination grows.

      The ground beneath my feet slowly shifts to mud. My footing slips here and there until at one point on a particular steep incline, I slide to the ground. I quickly pick up my mud-covered ass and continue on.

      By the time I reach a clearing, I'm covered in dirt and sweat and a couple of mosquito bites, but oh man, the view is worth it. I stand on a granite boulder overlooking the valley. Somewhere below the river winds along, carrying new rafts of unsuspecting victims, and nearby is the lodge where others practice sun salutations. I take a deep breath of air uncluttered by fumes, perhaps for the first time, and think back to what Jack said in the Jeep.

      Nature's not had its share of me.

      I realize maybe I gave up too soon. I haven't had my share of nature.

      "What are you doing here?"

      I shudder at the boom of Jack's voice, but it quickly fades to relief, apprehension, happiness, nerves.

      I turn to face tight lips and a wrinkled forehead.

      "Looking for you."

      "Why?" He grips the arm of his backpack. Dressed simply in shorts, boots, and a t-shirt, he looks as fine as the last time I saw him. But there's a wall where in the past there was openness. He's going to be a challenge.

      "To tell you I'm sorry. That our time together had nothing to do with selling insurance, which is not for me. Getting that promotion was a blessing. It gave me time to think about what I really want out of life. I thought it was the city and stability it brought, but it's not this place. And it doesn't have you."

      "Sunset's soon. You should start back." He turns away.

      Dell's advice echoes in my head and I shout out, knowing I can't let him leave. "I pitched an idea to Sam and Dell. They're on board, but only if you agree."

      He doesn't turn back, his red hair an outlier in a backdrop of forest green, and he looks to the sky. "Then tell me."

      "The lodge is the passion project of the Urso brothers, but while Sam and Dell get to do what they love, you're the one stuck behind the clipboard welcoming new guests and overseeing everything down to the broken register. That's not what you wanted. You want to be out here, hiking, teaching people like me about plants or working in the vineyards."

      He spins around. "What's your point, Violet?"

      His expression is wild, reminding me of the black bear in their logo. If he thinks to scare me off with a growl, he'll have to do better. I'm about to feed him honey.

      "Administration isn't your passion. But I spent five years at InsureFam getting the branch in order and if you hire me I can do the same for you. To give you more time out here."

      "Don't you think that working together would be awkward?"

      I stand my ground. "No, because you're going to admit that you're just being stubborn about all of this and then you're going to forgive me."

      "Oh, I am?" He takes a step towards me and I know I'm winning, by the way his arms have fallen to his sides.

      I take a few steps too. "You are. And then you're going to give me a job."

      "You climbed a mountain to tell me that?" He's closer now, within reach, and his eyes have fallen to my mouth.

      "No, I drove from the city, got eaten by bugs, and fell in the mud while climbing a mountain to see you." I lean in just enough to smell him, a mix of forest and wine unique to him. "I've missed you, Jack."

      I balance on my toes and press my lips against his. The intention was a chaste kiss to show him I care, but the moment after our lips touch, Jack grips me closer. My kit bag drops to the ground and our tongues meet in a hungry tango. My hands reach into his hair. My body heats and all I want is more.

      More.

      More.

      More.

      When we finally stop to breathe, Jack whispers. "I read your letter. Dell left his email on the computer at reception."

      "You knew I was coming?"

      His scruff scratches my chin when he smiles. "I wanted to see if you'd venture into the deep, dark woods to get the job."

      I tap him lightly on the chest, feigning irritation, but the smile that bubbles forth betrays me. "And the guy?" I hold my breath.

      He kisses the tip of my nose. "And the guy."

      "That's a yes?"

      "No, it's a hell yes. You belong here." He pulls me into a bear hug, picking me off my feet and twirling me around. Over his shoulder, the forest passes in streaks of blues, greens, browns, and greys.

      When he sets me down he yells, "You hear that? Violet belongs here."

      His voice carries on the wind into the valley and, I kid you not, an eagle cries in the distance.

      And that's how a city girl got a job alongside three big bears. Including one named Jack who was just right.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        This is for every woman who waited for her man to change.
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      In a small Tuscan town, there lives a lonely woman named Geppetta. She has always been incredibly shy, choosing to stay indoors instead of frolicking around to find a viable suitor to marry.

      Without having a man to distract her, Geppetta has become quite skilled at crafting various wooden toys. Some of which are now famous amongst the townswomen that weren’t satisfied by their husbands.

      One lonely night, she decides to open up to her friend Jemma. “I so wished I had a man, but I’m too nervous to flirt and put myself out there like most girls.” Her face drops into her hands. “I’m afraid I’m destined to be alone.”

      Jemma drummed her hands against the wooden table. “Would you like me to fix you up with someone?”

      Geppetta looks up from her hands, apprehension filling her eyes. “Oh, I could never go on a blind date. I never know what to say when a man speaks to me.”

      Jemma purses her lips and picks up a wooden cat Geppetta has displayed on a nearby armoire. “This is lovely.” Her hands move over the object as she admires its skilled craftsmanship. “You have amazing skills with carving, maybe you should just make yourself a man. All us girls in town know how well you craft wood, so you should make one for yourself.” Her hand covers her mouth as she stifles a laugh.

      Geppetta sits upright and her lips curl into a smile. “You’re right. I should carve myself the most handsome man. One who will keep my company and satisfy me in ways I’ve only dreamed.”

      Later that evening, Geppetta searches her home for her prized piece of butternut wood. Staying up all night, she works tirelessly until her creation takes shape. Before long, that piece of wood becomes a true Adonis, capable of making every man in town run to the gym until they too could have chiseled abs and thighs that could crack hazelnuts.

      Of course, they would not see the finest part she crafted. Carefully hidden under handsewn clothes she carved a long, well-proportioned cock that would make any woman fall to their knees, tear off their corsets and divorce their husbands on the spot.

      Putting the finishing touches on her new toy, Geppetta affectionately polishes his divine member. “You shall be named Pinocchio,” she declares with a smile.

      But he will never be a real man.

      She clenches her chest and gazes out the window, her eyes growing heavy with unshed tears.

      As the sun begins to set, the old spinster, Miss Cherry, walks past Geppetta’s cottage.

      Geppetta had heard rumors from the locals that Miss Cherry had magic powers.

      What if she could help solve her problem?

      “Miss Cherry! Miss Cherry!” Geppetta shouts from her window.

      The old woman stops and rests her weight against the cane she is carrying. Sluggishly, she turns toward Geppetta. “Hello, my dear. How are you?”

      “Not so great.” Geppetta wipes a tear running down her face.

      Miss Cherry’s hand covers her heart. “Oh, child, why are you so upset?”

      “I’ve just finished my latest creation, but I fear it has made me more desperate than ever to find a man.”

      Miss Cherry ambles to Geppetta’s window. “My child, you and your family have been so kind to me over the years.” She pauses, taking a pained breath. “Tell me what is wrong.”

      Her gaze drops to the ground and her cheeks turn a pinkish hue. “You see in my loneliness, I carved a man. But now I realize I have been foolish as no toy man could ever truly love me.”

      With a toothless grin, Miss Cherry places her wrinkled hand over Geppetta’s forearm. “Trust that one day he will love you.”

      Deflated, Geppetta glances at Pinocchio’s lifeless wooden body laying against the table.

      “Yes, my child. One day, if he learns to love you as a real man should, he will become a real man.”

      Geppetta continues to gaze at her Pinocchio. “But how can that be, Miss Cherry?” She turns back towards the window and finds the old spinster has vanished. “Where did she go?”

      A loud yawn snaps her attention away from the window.

      Pinocchio is sitting upright and gazing at her with fire in his eyes.

      Oh, my! He’s alive.

      Geppetta’s pulse quickens, and she struggles to catch her breath.

      Pinocchio’s lips curl into a smile while one of his hands runs along his bulging thigh muscles.

      Geppetta gasps as her eyes follow the trail of his fingers, moving closer to the swollen bulge below his waist.

      His wooden cock is standing at attention, straining the khaki pants Geppetta lovingly sewed together just hours before.

      Staring at her magnificently crafted toy, a lump rises in her throat. An unquenched thirst overrides all her righteous sensibilities. She imagines his fingertips grazing across her skin and that perfect cock pushing between her legs.

      Pinocchio licks his lips, never breaking eye contact with her. Unbuttoning his pants, he slips them down inch-by-inch until his mocha colored timber is completely exposed.

      Geppetta shuts her window and draws the shades. The thought of a man’s kind touch against her skin sends a shiver through her body.

      With only the flickering light of the fire, Pinocchio’s body looks warm as though he were a real man. Shadows dance over him, highlighting the muscular V-shaped indentations running from his lower abdominal muscles straight to his beautifully crafted cock.

      Her imagination runs wild with thoughts of her tongue running along the sinewy lines crossing the length of his figure.

      Still staring, with one eyebrow raised, Pinocchio strokes his hard shaft and smiles lasciviously.

      Entranced, Geppetta contemplates if she can handle being with a toy man. Logic screams it will be impossible, but this may be her only chance at finding love.

      With a curled finger, Pinocchio motions for her to move closer. His eyes follow her body with an animalistic hunger like a fox hunting his prey.

      Geppetta bites her lip. Her insides tighten and drops of perspiration form on her brow. Deciding to give into her desire, she moves closer to him.

      He tilts his head, wraps his hand around the nape of her neck and pulls her nose to his.

      She searches for any sign of understanding in the dark pools of his eyes, but all she finds is a wild savage full of wanton desire. Tenderly, she strokes his smooth cheek, desperate to find emotions she’s been dreaming about.

      “Pinocchio…” She whispers as he pulls her lips to his and kisses her. Her heart pounds faster as she runs her hand up his forearm and across his oiled bicep. “Hold on…”

      His tongue interrupts her, exploring her mouth with harsh, unforgiving movements that rouse an appetite so deep she didn’t know it existed.

      Breathless, she pulls back and gazes into his eyes. “Pinocchio, gentle, my love.” Hoping to catch her breath, she rests her cheek against his collarbone and breathes in his nutty, earthy scent.

      But Pinocchio doesn’t stop. He pulls Geppetta on top of him, letting her feel his desire. He runs his palms up her legs, over her backside and across her back, leaving a trail of burning desire as he teases her with a firm touch. As he rubs against her flesh, his uncompromising kiss drops to her neck.

      Geppetta pretends it is warm and delicious, causing her mound to throb as she aches to be filled by him.

      Without saying a word, Pinocchio tears off Geppetta’s stifling silk blouse. The shredded material falls to the floor. His lips move lower while his greedy hands cup her breasts over her lace brassiere. Within moments, he also rips this off, his fingers finding their way to her pebbled nipples.

      His thumbs and index fingers massage her buds, causing Geppetta to throw her head back as he tweaks them into hardened peaks.

      A shiver shoots up her spine and the burning between her legs threatens to erupt. She straddles his lap and hovers mere millimeters above his perfect, hard cock.

      Pinocchio removes his lips from her neck and glances into her eyes.

      She takes his firm hands and pushes them against her thighs, hoping he will know what to do next.

      Pinocchio needs no instruction. One of his hands moves swiftly under her petticoat, rubbing against her lace panties. Feeling her dampness, he slides one finger underneath the fabric.

      A moan escapes Geppetta as she throws back her head. Her auburn hair spills from its clasp and falls against her shoulders. She moves her hips forward but stops to gaze into Pinocchio’s eyes once more.

      He tilts his head and stares with that unwavering smile while he continues to pull the excitement from her sweltering cleft.

      She closes her eyes once again imagining the heat of his flesh as though he were a real man.

      Pinocchio removes his finger, giving her slit an extra teasing stroke. Shifting his weight, his palms find Geppetta’s backside, moving her mound closer to his rigid cock. He gently rubs his perfectly shaped mushroom head against the entrance of her dripping pussy.

      Unable to withstand any more of his delicious teasing, Geppetta arches her back and opens herself to his hard wood. Her hips rock back and forth, delighting in the way his polished shaft slides inside of her.

      Pinocchio plunges his full cock deep into her.

      Her insides clench around him as she rides the perfect ridge where his shaft meets his body. She grinds her flesh against his root until her cleft beats out an orgasmic crescendo. A scream escapes her lips as her body quivers. Finally spent, she lays against his firm chest. “Oh, Pinocchio, my love.”

      His hands rub against her back and lock onto her shoulders. His hips continue to rock wildly against her limp body.

      She kisses his neck. “I wish you could feel the completeness I do in this moment.”

      Holding her firmly in place, he bucks relentlessly into her until he reaches his own climax.

      Geppetta rolls off him, but notices his cock still standing at attention. Exhausted and spent, she can’t possibly have any more sex with him tonight. Knowing he is a toy, she figures he will just stay like this until tomorrow morning when she can enjoy him once more.

      He smiles as his hand rubs her wetness into his cock.

      Lying on her side, Geppetta stares at her beloved. Her fingers trace a line against his cheek, following the grain she so lovingly polished just hours before.

      Pinocchio’s gaze never leaves her face. His lips curl into a suggestive grin while his hand rests on his unyielding wood.

      Glancing out the window, Geppetta sees the sun hanging heavy in the afternoon sky. “Oh, dear. I’m running out of time to get the laundry and chores done.” Taking Pinocchio by the hand, she guides him towards her living room and motions with her finger towards the couch. “Rest here, my darling. It shouldn’t take long for me to get my work done.” Geppetta disappears outside only to return with a laundry basket filled with clothes.

      Pinocchio stays on the couch, mesmerized with her actions.

      She carefully irons and folds each item with care, changing the pile from a wrinkled mess to precise fabric rectangles that will fit faultlessly into each of her wooden drawers.

      With curiosity, Pinocchio watches her careful, gentle motions.

      After finishing the laundry, Geppetta takes a washcloth and a tin of wax out from the cabinet under her sink. Wanting to avoid waste, she dabs the washcloth into the tin, using only a meager amount to polish the wooden objects around her home.

      Pinocchio continues to gaze at Geppetta as she moves around the kitchen and living room, considerately polishing each wooden object.

      Humming a soft tune, she polishes her handcrafted low-level armoire before picking up a wooden cat she has displayed on top. Gazing it at it lovingly, she exhales as memories of her favorite pet flood through her mind. “Pinocchio, I made this after I lost my cat Fig. I loved my pussy dearly.” A tear falls down her cheek as she lightly polishes her prized possession.

      Pinocchio runs to her and touches the wetness on her face. He tilts his head and stares at her inquisitively, watching the kindness she is showing her creation.

      Geppetta giggles as she puts down the wooden cat. “I guess you don’t know what tears are.” She takes his hand and holds it against her heart. “When you love someone you sometimes feel pain here in your heart. It is called heartache and it’s what makes us human.”

      His face scrunches into a grimace as he strains to understand.

      She grabs his hand and interlaces his fingers with hers. “Let’s go to the kitchen and I can make us something to eat.” Remembering that her toy won’t need to be fed, she bites her lip. “Well, so I can eat.”

      They retreat to the kitchen where Geppetta cooks up a feast of pici pasta topped with a delicate Pecorino Toscano cheese sauce. As she eats, she smiles at Pinocchio and recounts the memory of her first kiss. “I was just a young girl, and the boy looked just like you, only shorter. Actually, he was much shorter. He always wore this jaunty little top hat and carried an umbrella. I was so shy I could barely talk. Although, he never had any issues telling me how to handle things in my life. I remember his soft lips grazing against mine and the warm feeling that spread through my body.” Her fingers caress against her lips as though she could still sense that electric moment.

      “Unfortunately, it was not meant to be. He broke my heart, running off with some thin, blonde pixie that always dressed in blue.”  Her smile faded as she dropped her hand to her lap.

      Staring at her lips, Pinocchio raises one eyebrow and grins.

      She notices the lascivious look he is giving her. “Pinocchio?”

      He stands, walks behind her and pulls out her chair. He kneels in front of her, sliding her skirt and petticoat up her thighs.

      Geppetta’s breath quickens at his touch on her skin.

      Leaning forward, he kisses against the inside of her thigh. He runs his tongue higher while his fingertips crawl closer to her mound.

      “Oh, my.” She pants as her hand finds the back of his head. “I guess I’ve become your dessert.”

      His hands find the sides of her panties. He slips them off, letting his fingertips rub against her skin the entire length of her legs.

      With her skirt hiked high, she is completely exposed to him.

      She whimpers as his hands hold her thighs apart and his face finally meets her slit. His tongue lashes against her pulsating bud as he pulls her closer to an orgasm.

      Her heartbeat races as her fingers grip around the sides of her chair. “Maybe we should…”

      Pinocchio puts his hand up to her lips, stopping her from saying another word. Her sweet fragrance lingers in the air as he moves his hand back onto her thigh.

      Her body shudders against his tongue as she closes in on her release.

      Knowing she needs more, Pinocchio pushes two fingers deep into her, swirling them around to match the motions of his tongue.

      The sensation is too much to bear and Geppetta comes against his touch. After the waves of her orgasm subside, his fingers release their hold. Exhausted, her body craves sleep. “I’m not used to this much action, let alone any action, so I think I need some sleep.” She walks Pinocchio to her bedroom and lays him on her bed.

      Crawling in next to him, she sees him smiling, his cock beckoning to be polished once more. “Pinocchio, you must go to sleep now. When I wake, we can have sex.”

      He stares at her, his lips still curled upward, but Geppetta does not know if he understands.

      She kisses his smooth cheek, lies down and falls fast asleep.

      Glancing down at his cock, Pinocchio wants more. He nudges Geppetta, but she does not wake. Frustrated that he did not get his release, he gets out of bed, puts on his clothes and climbs out the window.

      Wandering the dark town, he is lured towards glittering, red lights shining in the distance. As he turns onto the illuminated street, he walks under a bright colored sign displaying the words ‘Pleasure Street’. Overwhelmed and unsure where to look first, Pinocchio stops and scans what lies before him.

      There are several rowdy overcrowded bars and clubs, while on the street itself, circus performers entertain the crowds.

      A ringmaster yells to passersby, “Come one, Come all. Come see exciting sexual acts not normally permitted during daylight hours.” He flashes a toothy grin at Pinocchio as he walks by. “We ensure you will come over and over all night long.”

      A woman wearing a sprightly feathered cap, short skirt and magenta lace top, comes up to Pinocchio. “What’s your name, sailor?” She pushes her perky breasts up against his hard chest.

      Pinocchio stares at this half-dressed woman but does not say a word as he senses her hard nipples pressing into his timber body.

      Her hand rubs against his thigh and then across his hard cock. “My, my, aren’t you ready to go? You should come with me.” She speaks with a sickly sweet tone, drawing out the word ‘come’ as though it were weighted down with molasses.

      Pinocchio nods and follows her down a dark alley, away from the rambunctious crowds. Once they are out of sight, she kneels and undoes his pants, freeing his firm penis from its cloth restraint.

      Her jaw opens while her hand slaps against her chest. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen one this big.”

      Pinocchio watches with enthusiasm, a smile remaining plastered on his face.

      She places her lips against his swelling head and sucks him into her mouth. Her tongue lashes against his cold wood, the heat of her mouth warming his shaft.

      His fingers interlace through her amber locks as he pulls her mouth further onto his cock and bucks his hips forward.

      Not expecting his aggressive motions, her teeth scrape against his shaft.

      She stops, suddenly backing off him and pulling a splinter from her tongue. “What the hell…”

      Pinocchio looks down and notices his cock has shrunk.

      Horrified, the woman runs off down the alleyway, leaving Pinocchio alone to finish himself off.

      Unperturbed, Pinocchio continues down the glowing red road, glancing at all the carnal activities around him. He notices a woman swinging naked around a pole while a group of drunken men cheer her on.

      As he continues to stare, a woman dressed in black glossy vinyl holding a riding crop walks up to him. “Hello, Sir. Looking for a good time?”

      Pinocchio smiles and stares at the apparatus in her hand.

      This woman drags him inside a building and walks him down a dark hallway past a number of doors. Taking out a skeleton key, she put it into a lock and turns it. The door opens and she guides him in a room filled with thumping music and strobe lighting.

      Pushing Pinocchio against a wall, she pulls off his clothes and buckles his wrists into restraints. She runs her sharp, red lacquered fingernail across the sinewy curves of his abdominals. An angry expression crosses her face. “I’m your master, and if you upset me, I will punish you.”

      He furrows his brow, looking at her puzzled.

      With the crop, she slaps him across the thigh before grabbing onto his ever-ready hard shaft.

      As she strokes his cock, he moves against the motion of her hand, hoping to get another release from the endless sexual tension building inside.

      She moves her palm faster, making the anticipation build within Pinocchio as he closes in on another wave of orgasmic pleasure.

      Just as he thinks he will climax, she smacks him hard with the crop, leaving a scuff mark on his well-polished chest.

      Sharply, he pulls back from the pain, wondering why this woman is not showing him the tenderness that Geppetta showed him earlier. Confused, he looks at his hard wood and watches as it shrinks again.

      As the woman places her hand on his cock, she notices it getting smaller. She quickly undoes his restraints and shouts, “Leave at once and don’t come back. We don’t take kindly to mutants here.”

      Pinocchio buttons his pants and runs out the door, alarmed as to why his wood keeps shrinking and bothered by the harsh actions of the women.

      Passing by an open-air bar, a male voice calls out to him. “Hey, you.”

      Pinocchio looks around, but everyone else continues to walk past. Wondering if the man is yelling to him, he points to his chest quizzically.

      “Yes, you.” The voice shouts back. “Come here and have a drink with us.”

      Pinocchio strolls over, joining the crowd for a few drinks. Feeling tipsy, he almost doesn’t notice when a woman sitting to his left, places her hand against his thigh. “Want to join us upstairs?”

      He hiccups as he peers over his shoulder towards the rotting staircase.

      With a giggle, she grabs Pinocchio’s hand and motions to two other men. She guides all three of them up the creaky steps and down a murky hallway, stopping right outside a damp navy door.

      The woman turns the knob and pushes open the heavy door. They walk inside while the woman turns on the light.

      The room is painted an odd shade of pink, reminiscent of a rare piece of salmon. There’s no furniture, other than a red leather couch positioned in the center of the room.

      The two men surround the woman, kissing her neck while they all move closer towards the couch.

      With an alluring smile, the woman speaks with a honey-toned as she points to Pinocchio. “I want you first.”

      The two men continue to kiss her shoulders while removing both theirs and her clothes. One man reaches down between the woman’s legs and starts to finger her swollen mound while the other sucks on one of her nipples, his hand firmly rubbing his own shaft.

      She giggles, beckoning Pinocchio to join in. “Come on, sweetie. Let me see that wood of yours.”

      Pinocchio moves to unbuttons his pants while the woman drops onto the couch.

      Lying down, she spreads her legs and summons Pinocchio. “Come pleasure me.”

      He moves towards her, still fumbling with his buckle.

      Frustrated, she grabs at his pants and attempts to push them down for him. In her rush, she rips the fabric and her long fingernail catches the base of his shaft, scratching a mark into what remains of his manhood.

      She gasps as she stares at Pinocchio. “Oh, goodness, what’s wrong with you?”

      He looks down and sees his penis shrinking to almost nothing. Screaming, he races out of the room, stumbling over himself as he struggles to get his pants back on in his drunken state. Bouncing down the steps, he hears laughter echoing down the long, damp vestibule.

      Shattered by his shrinking cock and the rough treatment of all these women, Pinocchio wanders the streets until the first light of dawn begins to show on the horizon. A throbbing pain radiates across his chest. This sensation is something he’s never felt before.

      Full of despair, he collapses under a flickering streetlight. He looks over himself and sees his beautifully carved body now scraped and stained. Remembering the tenderness in Geppetta’s eyes as she polished his wood, his eyes grow heavy. He yearns to have Geppetta’s kind flesh against his lips and her soft skin within his hands. Closing his eyes, he imagines her smile and a tear falls down his cheek. He wishes he could find his way back to Geppetta and be a real man for her.

      After what seemed to be an eternity, a wrinkled hand touches Pinocchio on the shoulder.

      “Wake up, my child.”

      He opens his eyes, seeing a strange old woman standing before him.

      “I can help you.”

      Pinocchio notices a warmth flooding through his body, flowing from the area of his heart. He glances into the eyes of the old woman and words finally find their way through his lips. “Thank you.”

      With her gnarled, wrinkled hand, she points out the direction of Geppetta’s home. “Run that way, and you will surely find true love.”

      Pinocchio does not even hear the last few words Miss Cherry spoke as he was too excited to find his way back home.

      Busting through the front door, Pinocchio finds Geppetta lying on her bed crying.

      Rolling over, her eyes light up when she sees Pinocchio. “I thought I lost you.”

      Pinocchio kneels on the floor next to the bed and takes her hand in his. “No, love, I thought I lost you.”

      He leans close and lets his lips find hers.

      As Geppetta kisses him back, she moves her hand against Pinocchio’s thigh.

      Swiftly, Pinocchio grabs her hand with his and moves it away from his leg. “I’m sorry Geppetta but, I’ve lost the part of me you loved the most.”

      “I don’t understand, Pinocchio.”

      He looks away from her gaze. “My wood has shrunk to almost nothing.”

      She shakes her head. “It can’t be.”

      He closes his eyes, refusing to look at her.

      She touches his shoulder and points towards his lap. “Pinocchio, look at how hard you are. You haven’t lost anything.”

      He looks down, his eyes going wide as he sees his cock back to its full length and satisfying girth. He grabs Geppetta and squeals with delight, hugging her with those strong, brawny arms.

      She smooths his hair back off his brow and gazes into his eyes, seeing for the first time, he has a compassionate soul. Leaning towards him, she kisses his warm cheek.

      Continuing to gaze at her, he lovingly removes her clothes while his hands caress the length of her body. “Geppetta, you are so beautiful, and kind-hearted. I was wrong to think I could live without you.”

      A smile spreads across her face as she stands to undress him. She unbuttons the top of his shirt, but his hand grabs her wrist, stopping her.

      His head hangs low as he stares toward his feet, holding her hand against his chest. “I’ve been damaged.”

      “Let me see.”

      He lets go of her hand and undoes several buttons. Opening his shirt, he points to the scuff mark. He then pushes his pants down to the floor and shows her the abrasions on the base and shaft of his wooden member. “I’m so sorry, Geppetta. I’m ashamed that did not take better care of the body you crafted for me.”

      She slowly exhales. “I can fix all of that with a little polishing.”

      His eyes light up. “Really?”

      “Yes.” She takes his hand and interlaces her fingers with his.

      “How was I so lucky to have found someone as caring as you?”

      Geppetta shrugs.

      Pinocchio kisses her. As their lips part, he gazes into her eyes. “Let me return the favor. Let me love you over and over for as long as we shall happily live.” His hand cups the back of her head, pulling her close as their lips meet, and his tongue explores her mouth with fervor.

      Geppetta feels his hard flesh turn soft under her touch. She breaks his kiss and sits upright. “You’re… You’re…”

      Pinocchio looks down at his body, watching the injuries soften and disappear. “I’m a real man.”

      Tears of happiness flow down Geppetta’s cheeks.

      Pinocchio gently wipes them away with his thumb. Leaning toward her, his soft lips meet hers.

      Geppetta’s hands lovingly caress his flesh as it heats up within her grasp.

      Pinocchio lifts her onto the bed. He climbs up and gently lies on top of her, entangling his legs around hers as he relishes in the newfound sensation radiating from his body.

      He pushes her white lace nightgown upward as he trails tender kisses down her neck and across her collarbone. He moves affectionately, sliding up between her legs, letting his perfect, real cock probe against her swollen slit. Pushing deep inside, the two are forever connected as he shows Geppetta the generous love she has been missing all her life.
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      Hand trembling as the mouse hovered over the “Confirm” button, Rob’s mind raced with doubts. Would he be caught? What kind of jail sentence would he get for stealing money from a big-wig politician’s phony charity and redistributing the wealth to those more deserving? How about leaking the senator’s dirty scams with full cooperation from the largest and most successful government contractor, Nottingham, Inc.? He seriously doubted he’d be granted whistleblower protection.

      Caught? Nah! Impossible. He was the best at his job, hacking his way through every top-notch security website around the globe. Albeit, mostly with pure intentions. He was an ethical hacker after all. An extremely well-paid one, too. There wasn’t a classified program anywhere he couldn’t break into without a trace. That was why the Federal government contractor he worked for had him on lockdown most days with his own private building and his own private office. They even chipped in for a company car when he’d pushed back at his last contract extension. Rob hadn’t bothered to tell them that he didn’t drive cars – motorcycles, yes – cars, no. His contract even paid for the car to remain parked in a secured lot with 24/7 surveillance.

      Suckers!

      So, why the need to steal from one of the main persons responsible for his nice, hefty contract?

      Because Rob just couldn’t let the sons-of-bitches get away with siphoning money appropriated by the government for needy families for a senator’s own less-charitable pet projects? Real people were in dire need and that asshole was living the high life on the money meant to ease their sufferings.

      No, he wasn’t that noble.

      This started as simple revenge. It was the sole reason he took the job at Nottingham. Bring down the company, and all its accomplices, seemed a fitting retribution for the extinction of his entire family.

      But nothing is ever simple, especially when it comes to revenge.

      Rob hadn’t even known about the senator’s involvement, or his current underhanded schemes. He’d discovered the senator’s shenanigans by accident while tracing a string of financial transactions from the source (United States Treasury) through the Senate appropriations process to the final recipient. When the funds didn’t appear where they should have been, he hacked a few dark sites to discover what became of the monies. He’d suspected the system had been hacked by a foreign entity. That was usually the case. But the more he followed the bread crumbs, the clearer it became. All trails led straight back to Senator Johnson’s personal overseas accounts. The IRS would never have been able to follow this audit trail, but no information system was too complex for Rob Holden.

      Knowing his own boss was neck-deep in the corruption sealed his decision. The money had been appropriated for a contract with Nottingham to help in refugee resettlements in the Middle East. Instead half the funds ended up in the senator’s accounts. Less than 10% had gone towards the actual work mandate.

      As Rob saw it, stealing from the sleazy crooked elite and giving to those truly in need would serve society the best. With a little sleight of hand, and just like a magician, the funds from the latest transfer to the senator were re-routed to another organization working on the same relief efforts.

      Okay, for a second he’d contemplated keeping the money for himself, but he wasn’t that type of guy. Besides, he was an ethical hacker, he had a personal set of standards and stealing for himself wasn’t in his DNA.

      What better than a little bit of revenge for his family, as well as for the downtrodden refugees? Pretty soon, the cops would catch on, or at least the media would with all the classified information he was leaking to dark websites. But the odds of them tracing anything back to him was next to zero.

      Still, the blinking message on his computer screen blared like neon lights in his eyes. Please Confirm Your Transaction.

      Yes, confirm you, Mister Big Ass Untouchable Sanctimonious Senator, wish to divert millions in funds from your personal account to a real charity.

      Taking a deep breath, Rob’s middle finger twitched a split second before decisively snapping down on the right-click button.

      Transaction Confirmed.
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        * * *

      

      3:14 AM in large eye-shattering digital flashed. Adeline squinted as her hand slapped around to turn off her damn phone vibrating against the glass nightstand to the tune of “The Imperial March”.

      Who the fuck calls at this time of day? Her fingers connected with the slim cell. For a second, an image of flinging the phone across the room flared in the back of her mind.

      “What?” she barked.

      “Good morning, sunshine. Didn’t wake you, did I?” The gravelly, yet cheerful, voice on the other end of the line sent waves of irritation through her veins. Vincent, her so-called partner. Why the Agency top brass insisted on burdening her with yet another overly eager, certain to crash and burn, partner was beyond her comprehension. She’d just run him off like the last dozen or so. Besides, there was something creepy about him. Adeline hadn’t put her finger on why he gave her the willies, but her instincts were always on target.

      “If the sun ain’t up, it ain’t morning. What do you want, Vinny?”

      “Well, crime doesn’t stop for your beauty sleep. Besides I thought you preferred nights anyway.” The sound of him clearing his throat rattled over the speaker. “And, please, for pity’s sake… stop calling me Vinny. You know I hate that.”

      Her lips curled up on one side. “Why?”

      Silence.

      Adeline flipped on the bedside lamp and sat up. No more sleep in her immediate future. Might as well deal with what crap the Agency wanted her to check out. “Fine. Fill me in. What are we looking at?”

      After a short, relieved sigh, Vincent gave her the scoop. High-ranking politician had his personal finances breached less than an hour ago. Lots of money vanished from his overseas accounts into thin air. And to top it off, the news outlets were already plugging an announcement for the scandal of the year from an anonymous source.

      She ended the call with “…Meet you in ten.” One leg already in her navy linen slacks and one arm clipping her lacey bra clasp together, Adeline stumbled over to the bathroom. Icy water splashed on her face threw off the remnants of sleep. Brushing her naturally pearly white teeth, Adeline went through her head all the known criminal hackers in the agency’s database. She’d memorized them all from a case a couple of months back when the Federal Reserve security had been breached. Of course, it’d turned out to be a group of teenagers working out of a garage in Toronto. Big smack in the face for the information security team overseeing the Fed.

      Pulling her mane of platinum, almost silver, hair into a tight ponytail, Adeline grinned at the image in the mirror. Tracking down bad guys was like hunting, which was her favorite activity. At least this way, no one usually ended up all bloody. Well, not all the time anyway.

      Vincent’s words rang in her ears. “The locals are calling the culprit The Lone Wolf. He or she has been leaking classified intelligence here and there over the last five years, but apparently this time it’s super big. Got the entire government complex in an uproar. This isn’t the first time he’s stolen money from DC bigwigs either, but he’s been too wily to catch.”

      A wily wolf? Intriguing. Of course they couldn’t catch him.

      It takes a wolf to catch one.
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        * * *

      

      Over 500 employees at Nottingham, Inc. and not one fit the profile for an expert hacker pilfering money and information. Sixteen hours after being so rudely awakened from her smoking and thoroughly wet dream involving a Finnish natural hot springs and a mix-match of FIFA international stars, Adeline was no closer to catching The Lone Wolf  than before she arrived at the company’s headquarters fifteen hours ago. Being unable to fulfill her primal, carnal needs over the last few months had her frustrated and left every nerve raw. She was tired, hungry, and more than a smidge cranky.

      If Vincent offered one more time to get her a Snickers bar from the vending machine, she would not be responsible for the resulting black eye she’d give him.

      Rubbing the bridge of her nose did scant to relieve the pressure building behind her eyes. “Mrs. Pelham, are you absolutely certain these,” her hand waved over the desk cluttered with manila folders, “are all Nottingham’s employees? No more independent contractors? No summer interns? Hourly wage night janitor? No one else?” At this point, the one thing Adeline knew was that the hacker was not in the stack of files.

      The pale-faced waif with shoulder-length blonde wavy hair, perfectly applied cosmetics, and the brightest shade of red lipstick and nail polish Adeline ever witnessed, stared past her. Despite the enormous rock on her left hand ring finger, the ditz seemed rather enamored with her partner, Vincent, and reserved all her one-word answers for him.

      Seriously? She was the lead agent on this case, not the baby-faced man in the gray striped Armani suit behind here. Even if he did somewhat resemble Leonardo DiCaprio, the incompetent admin assistant should be responding to her.

      After another annoyed sigh, Adeline turned to glare at her partner. “You wrap this up.” Her stilettos clicking loudly on the dated, multi-colored speckled tile, she marched down the hall and out the main building only to be met by the roar of airplanes piercing her delicate eardrums. “Ugh.” Why did federal government contractors, appropriately known as Beltway Bandits, establish their headquarters at the damn airport? They made butt-loads of money. Why not more prestigious digs in the middle of the action on 14th Street in DC?

      The city is no place for wolves.

      Might explain why she was the real lone wolf.

      A deep-buried need coiled in her chest. The need to hunt. And not just for some white-collared criminal. No, it had been ages since she’d allowed herself to give in to her primal needs. Perhaps that was why she was so cranky lately. She’d ignored her true nature for too long, but racing along the forest floor by herself, without a pack…it only made her more aware of her loneliness.

      Flinging a leg over her classic 1978 Harley-Davidson Super Glide – best twenty grand she’d ever spent – Adeline let the stress ooze out her pores, releasing the muscle tension in her shoulders. The hacker would still be there tomorrow. Let Vincent handle the administrative crap that came with this job. A pinch of guilt rose up. She wasn’t one to let her duties slide, especially not for personal reasons. But she needed to clear her head in order to sniff out the criminals. In her present state, she’d probably look the hacker square in the face and not realize it was him or her.

      Now, it was time to hunt. The only hunting permissible within the city limits, where the prey were more of the six foot plus and bulging muscles variety.

      Twenty minutes later, Adeline pulled up to her hotel, parking in the secured lot underneath the ancient colonial building in Old Town Alexandria. The ride had cleared her head, but the rest of her body was primed, aching for release. The animal in her needed more than the mundane human world allowed, but she was forced to live by their rules now. So instead of aiming her bike out to the rural mountains bordering West Virginia and Maryland where she could’ve run free, she’d turned back to the urban equivalent of the hunt… a local bar, and well renowned “meat market” along the waterfront.

      Oh, how civilized I’ve become.

      Instead of running free in the wilderness and hunting to quench her blood lust, she’d evolved to tracking a different type of prey in the urban jungle. Over time, Adeline adapted by pushing down her inner beast’s need to kill and replaced it with more carnal desires. Sex took the edge off her more basic needs.

      Adeline pushed the morose thought aside as she entered the already darkened pub. Just past happy hour, the place was packed solid with the professional government class of patrons. All in their nice suits with ties askew, dropping names and trying to one up each other on who had a better gig on Capitol Hill.

      Why did she keep coming back to this bar anyway? The scenery rarely changed. Oh yeah, easy prey.

      Her eyes scanned the bar, looking for anyone with a glimmer of something special, something to excite her inner beast, something to satisfy the craving deep within, the throbbing ache in need of release.

      Bingo!

      In the far corner, away from the hordes of twenty and thirty-somethings looking for a hookup, engrossed in his laptop screen with a half empty pilsner and untouched bacon cheeseburger and fries, was the perfect quarry.

      Dark gold curls had a halo effect around a rugged, masculine face. Little more than a five o’clock shadow caused Adeline’s fingers to twitch imagining the stinging burn of the stubble against her own smooth ivory skin. Eyes were shielded by wire-rimmed glasses, hid the most important aspect of the human face. He wasn’t dressed like the rest. Instead, a worn gray t-shirt with ‘West Point’ faded almost into the thin cotton, highlighted statue-worthy pectorals and showcased bulging biceps that strained the material. Most importantly, he was alone.

      A quick stop at the bar, Adeline didn’t even need to place her order. Kathy, the lanky bartender who worked every night to support herself and her good-for-nothing boyfriend, had her usual scotch and amaretto poured ready. “Thanks. Put it on my tab. And keep them coming… over there.” Her head tilted towards the far end of the bar.

      Kathy winked, her soft, melodic voice resonated in Adeline’s head, “Gotcha. Happy hunting.”

      The bartender knew Adeline’s deep, dark secret. Well, she’d recognized like kind when she’d first stepped into the place months ago. The bartender was the only other wolf shifter still in the Mid-Atlantic States. What held the bartender here without a pack, Adeline hadn’t bothered to ask.

      She often wondered why she didn’t escape the urban sprawl for wilder fields, find other wolf shifters. Kathy had once told her of large packs roaming the Northwest – Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho. The idea of heading west in search of a pack had tempted Adeline for about half a minute. The truth was she thrived on the action. Yeah, she was lonely, but her spirit needed the adrenaline rush her job provided. And her inherent talents made her damn good at it.

      The floor was sticky with spilled alcohol. She hated to think what the tips of her stilettos would look like at the end of the night. Adeline sidestepped an intoxicated, overly confident barrel-chested man eyeing her like a piece of candy. A grimy hand reached out and grabbed her upper arm. Turning to face her assailant, she allowed her eyes to transform to their wolf-state. No words were spoken, but the man beat a hasty retreat away from her and out the door. By the spooked look that crossed his face, he wouldn’t be back anytime soon, if ever.

      Kathy’s giggle floated through Adeline’s mind. “Don’t scare off the clientele, please,” followed by another giggle.

      Just a few more steps… the sexy man was still engrossed in his computer screen. Hadn’t even looked up to see her coming straight towards him. Geez, hope he’s not watching porn on that thing.

      “Excuse me. Mind if I join you?” She kept her voice soft, but had to boost the volume over the crowd noise.

      He jumped as if shocked by a live wire.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” Maybe this was a bad idea. Although smoking hot, he seemed a little jittery, like a rabbit after getting the first sniff of a predator nearby.

      “No. No. That’s fine. Just wasn’t expecting anyone.” He straightened up, side-eyed his laptop before slamming the lid closed. “Please.” He waved for her to sit across from him. “Can I get the waitress…”

      “No. I have everything I need.” Adeline raised her glass, the amber liquid shimmering in the glare of a jumbo television behind the man’s head. Thankfully, the bar kept the screens off news channels. The white-collared crowd got enough politics during the day at work. No one wanted to listen to that garbage off the clock, especially Adeline.

      Nodding, he smiled as she slid across the bench. “I see.” His eyes darted around and his mouth opened to speak again, but abruptly closed.

      Adeline stretched her hand across the table. “Hi, I’m Adeline Marion. You are?”

      A strong hand grasped her own, as his other hand reached up and removed his glasses. Beautiful hazel eyes with specks of green gazed at her from under lush golden lashes. “Robin Holden. Nice to meet you, Adeline.” The way her name rolled off his tongue, past his full lips sent a pulsating vibration through her limbs, radiating down to her core.

      “Well, Robin,” she breathed, “what shall we do?” Their hands were still entwined.

      His right eyebrow arched, almost disappearing under his shaggy hair. “Oh, I can think of a few things.”
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      Rob kicked in the door to his studio apartment. Thankfully, he lived within walking distance to his favorite pub on the waterfront, and to the Metro for transportation to and from work while his company car sat idle. No amount of alcohol could justify the dream he was having. If it was the alcohol, he wanted more of it, on a daily basis because the vision swimming before his eyes was breathtaking.

      But she couldn’t be a dream. The feel of her smooth skin underneath his palms and the urgent crush of her lush lips on his neck… no, she had to be real.

      Was this stunning woman with the glacial silver hair and matching metallic eyes really into him? Was that even possible?

      They talked until the bartender had kicked them out. He hadn’t even noticed that they were the only patrons left in the place. Actually, he hadn’t noticed anyone or anything else all night.

      The way Adeline’s eyes had roved over him like he was a banquet for the starving lit a fire within him that he hadn’t known existed. Every fiber of his being strummed in tune with the movements of her mouth as she spoke. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember a word she said. However, every expression that crossed her beautiful face he knew by heart. Like the way her nose crinkled with disgust when a drunken man had slammed into their table, apparently on his way to the bathroom in the back. He’d laughed with delight as her entire face transformed from sexy vixen to that of an annoyed child. The way her eyelashes fanned out to frame her eyes, thick and lush casting a shadow over her cheeks when she blinked – he would’ve sworn his heart had leapt out of his chest every time she peered up at him through those lashes. Every smile sent shivers through his body, sending goosebumps across his flesh.

      When they’d been kicked out, she’d taken his hand and somehow here they were at his place and her hands were diving underneath his shirt, running all over his chest and abs, then one hand strayed down…

      Oh. My. God.

      A shudder ran through his entire body. The door banged shut behind him and suddenly he was thrown against it, luscious lips devoured his own. They’d barely made it the three blocks from the pub and had made a temporary pit stop in an alley on the way as a cop car passed, considering their indecent appearance. Somewhere along the way, the top button of his faded jeans had popped off and Adeline’s blouse had come completely unbuttoned.

      Oh, he couldn’t think straight with her anywhere near him, much less stroking her fingers all over his body that way. He was close to bursting as it was already. Gently, Rob pushed her away. “Hey, hold on.” The most unusual set of eyes stared back at him as she panted heavily against his own mouth. “No need to rush.” Her head cocked to the side and her eyes narrowed slightly. A wicked, lopsided grin quirked up one side of her swollen lips, now completely devoid of lipstick.

      “Slow?” Her fingers spread the front of his jeans apart, the zipper ripping downward. The tips caressed up and down over his briefs, his cock straining for freedom. “Whatever you say.” Without warning, she knelt in front of him, her hands shrugging down his jeans on each side of his hips until the material pooled at his ankles. Looking up at him from under the darkest, thickest ebony lashes he’d ever seen, a truly wicked smile grew revealing perfect white teeth. Her tongue darted out and ran along her pouty lower lip.

      Holy smokes! This woman could make me cum with a simple look.

      Warm, smooth hands reached behind him, slipping by the hem of his briefs to cup his ass. Her sharp nails scratched down his buttocks, leaving a slight burning trail, before hooking into the fabric. A soft ripping noise followed as she yanked the garment off his body and casually tossed it away.

      This must be a dream.

      Dream or no, the sudden warmth that trickled up and down his cock as her tongue treated him like a lollipop evoked a loud moan from deep within his chest. The back of his head thudded against the door behind him as his knees went weak. After enduring the candy treatment for just about as much as he could bear, she suddenly stopped. Rising up on her knees a bit more, the tip of her tongue circled the head of his throbbing member and then her lips opened fully and took the length of him into her warm, moist mouth.

      “Oh. My. God.”

      Sucking. Licking. Alternating motions as her fingers splayed across his ass, digging into the muscles in the most exquisite pain Rob had ever experienced. His hips tried to rock, but with near brutal strength she held him still as she continued her manipulations until he screamed as an orgasm took him over the edge of sanity into pure, primal need.
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        * * *

      

      Gently, Adeline ran her tongue up the length of the intoxicating man’s cock until it popped out, still rigid but definitely spent. Wow. She hadn’t been that turned on by giving a man a blow job…ever. So much for taking it slow.

      His hands had braced behind him while she’d licked and sucked, but now were tangled in her hair. One came down to cup her chin, turning her face up to look into those amazing eyes, golden and flecked with color like tiger eye’s jewels. “Oh. My. God. That was amazing.” His entire body still shook.

      “Glad you liked it.” She licked her lips and noticed his eyes grow wide and darken. Adeline pushed herself up, rising on her toes to suck on his lower lip before turning around abruptly. “What do you have to drink around here?”

      The one-room studio apartment was a disaster. Clothes strewn on the floor, back of a chair, and across the unmade bed. The kitchen counter was cluttered with kitchen appliances and two opened boxes of cereal. Not the neatest cad in town.

      Behind her she heard the sounds of Rob pulling up his pants. “I’m sure there’s something suitable. Here, take a seat,” he pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and dusted off the table, “I’ll tend to you.” The way his voice grew husky on those last words sent a wave of pulsating heat down to her groin. Adeline hoped he wasn’t just talking about the drink now.

      Rob opened up a cabinet, empty except for a couple bottles of liquor.  A minute later, he handed her a tumbler with deep amber liquid and a couple ice cubes. “Hope you like it. I’m afraid I’m out of the good stuff.”

      Raising the glass to her lips, his eyes closely watching her face, she tilted the glass back to allow the beverage to slowly slide down her throat, leaving a burning trail tasting of cinnamon and whiskey. “Yum. What do you call this creation?”

      Rob face lit up, as the corners of his mouth quirked up in a devilish grin. “Well, to be honest, I just threw together some Jack Daniels with a shot of Goldslogger. Doesn’t have a name yet, as far as I know, so you may have the honor of naming it.”

      Adeline pursed her lips to think for a moment. “How about…Fool’s Gold?”

      He tossed back his own drink, slammed the glass on the table, and let loose a hearty, deep-throated laugh. “Perfect.”

      His eyes roved up and down her body as the laughter died. “My God, you are perfect.” The words barely a whisper.

      Goosebumps erupted across her skin. Even his voice penetrated to her core as deep as a kiss. Taking a moment to collect her thoughts, Adeline cleared her throat before attempting to speak. “So, I’m guessing we don’t need to worry about a roommate walking in?” Her hands waved around the tiny space.

      His face broke out in a wide grin. “Nope. No roomie.”

      “So…you’re a lone wolf then?” The laughter dimmed in his topaz eyes for just a moment, so brief Adeline doubted she saw it at all.

      “Guess so. Been on my own since forever. I prefer it that way.” The grim set of his mouth sent a wave of regret through her own heart. She knew exactly what being a loner meant, and the unspoken toll it took on one’s soul.

      “Yeah, I get it. Bit of a loner myself.” She’d meant the words to come out cavalier and carefree, but heard the sadness in her own raspy voice. The way he gazed back at her, it was evident he recognized the sentiment.

      Without warning, he grabbed her hand and pulled her onto his lap. His hand reached up to cup her cheek. The pad of his thumb caressed her skin as it wiped away a tear she hadn’t even felt rise up and fall from her eyes. Breath caught in her lungs, fighting against the involuntary threatening sob. “It’s okay, sweet Adeline,” he whispered before claiming her mouth with his. The kiss sent waves of pleasure through her, unleashing the pent-up loneliness she’d held back for so long and slaying it into a thousand shards of glass.

      Rob pulled back from the kiss. Instinctively, her arms wrapped tightly around him. The small separation of their bodies left her chilled. His heated breath against the curve of her neck, Rob’s lips found her sensitive spot, just under her ear. Moaning, she arched to give him greater access to her neck as her hands roamed across his solid chest. Despite the outward appearance of a tech geek, this man was all brawn underneath and she yearned for more of him. All of him.

      The deep aching had her squirming in his lap as he nibbled on her ear lobe. One hand roughly pushed aside her silk blouse and cupped her breast, squeezing while enticing her nipple to harden almost painfully with the pad of his thumb over the lace of her bra. A growl started in her chest and built up until it escaped her lips.

      Adeline fisted Rob’s hair, pulling his face to hers. “Time for you to take care of me,” she breathed against his mouth.
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      With the fluid movements of a panther, Rob scooped her up in his arms, stood, and carried her over to the unmade king-sized bed that filled the tiny space. He stumbled once over a pile of clothes, but managed not to drop her. Gently, he laid her down on the soft, t-shirt cotton sheets. The material was cold against Adeline’s heated skin. He stepped back and gazed down at her with eyes darkened to a burnt umber hue. Light from a streetlamp streamed in through the open Venetian blinds to cast a halo around his already golden-haired head. Just staring up at him, Adeline’s body tensed with unfulfilled need. Her arms reached up to pull him down on top of her, but his lips curled wickedly to one side, highlighting his dimples.

      Shaking his head, a chuckle rumbled from his throat. “Patience is a virtue.” Then, leaning down, he whispered, “It’s your turn, remember. Just relax and let me take care of you.” Adeline’s muscles clenched down low, sending tremors up her body as she instinctively reached for him again. Every ounce of her wanted his cock inside her, filling her. Now. She’d been patient long enough. Months of not hunting, not succumbing to her primal needs. Adeline wanted what she wanted, and she wanted him thrusting deep into her quaking core.

      Adeline’s wrists were captured in one large, strong hand that pinned her arms above her head. He tisked through clenched teeth. “I said…patience. It will be worth your while, I promise. Now,” his other hand grasped her chin forcing her to look directly into his eyes, “…are you going to be a good girl?”

      She bit her lower lip, but nodded. The emerald flecks in his hazel eyes danced at her silent agreement. Adeline wanted to drown in those eyes and never resurface. There was a hidden peace in them that called to something else within her. Something unbidden. A yearning for something long denied.

      Rob dipped his head to where their faces were barely an inch apart, paused for a split second before closing the gap, brushing his lips against hers like a feather floating across bare skin. The hold on her wrists relaxed as he deepened the kiss, playfully luring her lips to part. A sigh escaped, whether hers or his she couldn’t tell anymore as they breathed and moved in unison. Then…fresh blast of artic air as he moved off her body to stand again.

      “What. The. Hell?”

      Again, the playful grin and shake of the head. “If I kiss you anymore, you’ll have me cum’ing again before I ever get a chance to satisfy you. Can’t have that.” Glancing down, his arousal was evident as a bulge strained against the fabric of his jeans.

      “Well, it wasn’t my idea for you to put your pants back on. Frankly, I object to their very existence.” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded husky like a kitten purring.

      Without answering, Rob moved aside the flimsy blouse material still barely draped over her torso. “My God, you’re beautiful.” The pupils of his eyes dilated as one finger tugged the offending garment away to reveal more of her. His other hand pulled her to a sitting position, and the blouse cascaded down her arms. Kneeling, they were face to face, eyes locked on each other while he confidently reached around to unclasp her ivory lace bra with a single flick of his thumb. Just the slightest graze of his skin against hers sent pulsating waves of heat through her limbs as another purr rumbled from her chest.

      His head dipped, breaking eye contact and leaving Adeline a view of a blanket of dark golden curls in disarray. The same breathy kiss from before, but this time against the delicate skin of her neck. She squirmed as the tip of his tongue tickled down her neck, lingered over her clavicle, tracing it like an artist outlining his subject in charcoal. One hand planted on one side of her, the other came up to cup her naked breast, rubbing agonizing circles around one nipple before pinching it slightly.

      Her own head fell back as a wave of pleasure rocketed from the breast down to her throbbing wet pussy. What had he said earlier about cum’ing ahead of time? That was close to being her. She wasn’t completely undressed yet and an orgasm threatened to engulf her. It’s been awhile since the last time, but this man has… and the thought vanished, followed by another shock of ecstasy when his hot, mouth clamped down on her other breast, sucking with his lips and flicking his tongue against the nipple. “Oh. My.” Adeline’s body shuddered before the final exclamation could escape.

      Suddenly, cold air ensconced her again as he pulled back. Her hands free, she pulled his face down to her own. “Fuck me. Now,” she panted. He hadn’t even touched her needy, wet core and she was a breath away from the most rocking climax of her life.

      A howl of rage almost broke from her lungs as he shook his head again. “I’m nowhere near done with you yet.” She could use her wolf strength and take back control, but all ideas of resistance fled when he pushed her back against the mattress and held her there with one hand. The other hand fumbled briefly with her pants button and zipper before shucking the garment down her legs with her moistened silk panties scrunched inside. All the while, his eyes held her gaze. “Stay still,” he warned while releasing his hold on her upper body.

      Warm, slightly rough hands caressed her curves, while his lips trailed down her chest, stopping briefly at her navel before venturing further down. Reaching under her, Rob hosted her legs up and pushed them wider as he knelt down. For a moment, nothing happened. Adeline imagined he was trying to process how she had the same white, nearly metallic silver hair there.

      An appreciative groan echoed in the room. “You. Are. Beautiful.” His hands trailed down her thighs to rest in the “V” of her hips and pelvis, his long fingers massaging around her folds as his breath tickled against her sensitive skin.

      Her hips bucked, urging him to explore more of her. “Please…”

      At first, the movement was so slight it barely registered as his thumbs grazed against her swollen lips and gently pushed their way in between. Still grasping her pelvis with his fingers, the thumbs explored first before giving way to the heat and expertise of his tongue. One flick against her clit and Adeline writhed, panting, unable to control her own body any longer. The teasing was pure torture. Exquisite in its pleasure and pain.

      Hands held her down, stopping her movements. “Not yet,” he breathed against her cunt just as his tongue flicked out again, encircling her nub before fastening on it with his lips to suck, then lavish with his tongue again.

      “Oh…please.” She begged, her climax building and building, but he wouldn’t let her unleash it yet. Adeline had never allowed anyone to control her like this, not in any way, much less sexually.

      As his mouth and tongue continued their ministrations, and as Adeline struggled not to howl, one of his thumbs penetrated, pushing against her from the inside while he tortured her externally. A scream wrenched from deep within as the earth shattered around her, leaving her spasming against the sheets and quivering under his lips.

      Several moments passed, as the climax rocked her and Rob held her against his face, his fingers digging into her clenched buttocks as her hips rocked back and forth wildly. The tremors subsided before he emerged from between her legs, a smile plastered on his slick lips. Shaking his head, he knelt over her until he was just an inch or less from her face. “Don’t get too comfortable. I’m not finished yet.”
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        * * *

      

      Rob watched the beautiful woman curled up beside him as her chest rose and fell with her slumbered breaths. A tiny cross necklace lay against her ivory skin, the chain pooling between her breasts.

      This night, and morning, had been the wildest of his life. He’d started the evening out, washing down the needles of guilt from his crime with a couple draft beers. Even stealing from a self-serving bastard politician left a vile taste in his mouth. Never in a million years had he thought he’d be swept away by a wildfire of desire that burned every other thought and feeling to a crisp.

      He blinked. Had it all been real? As soon as those resplendent eyes had locked on his, there had only been pure, unadulterated lust raging through his veins. Nice, seeing as it had been months since he’d allowed himself the distraction of a woman in his life. The last one had slammed out of his apartment in a huff, but he’d barely noticed. He’d been focused on one thing. Revenge.

      But this amazing woman awakened something buried deep within him. Something primal, long denied but never completely vanished. He’d been content being on his own, but now the idea of releasing Adeline from his arms…it gutted him.

      The past few hours had been mind-blowing. In more ways than one. Yes, the sex…Oh. My. God. The sex! The silver-maned beauty oozed sexuality from the moment she’d slid into the seat across from him at the pub. But, nothing would have prepared him for the wild ride she’d given him. He felt the corners of his mouth tick up… or the ride he gave her back.

      Hours later, he’d lost count of how many times they’d pleasured each other. No matter how hard they climaxed, within minutes they were ready for more. Never had he experienced anything like this. He couldn’t get enough of her. It was like a moth being drawn to the flame, singed, and then going back for more.

      The pedestal sink in the bathroom hadn’t survived. After fumbling with the water cut-off, Adeline had grabbed his hand and pulled him through the water to the kitchen where they’d resumed their activities on a more stable surface. Later, the towel rack had crashed down on the cold tile from another go in the bathroom as she’d clutched it for support while her legs encircled his waist and he’d plunged into her with every ounce of strength he had.

      Would he ever experience another night like this one again? Perhaps not, but he’d die happy knowing he’d had last night. Then again, he didn’t think he could let Adeline go.

      Laying on the mussed bed, his fingers absently trailed up and down her arm. Goosebumps broke out in their path. Even the tiny hairs on her arms held a metallic silver sheen as the early morning light gently touched her skin. A soft growl escaped her still swollen lips. Not a warning sound, but a welcoming guttural groan.

      Adeline rolled towards him and opened her eyes. Her pupils were dilated, mirroring a darkened image of himself. A sleepy smile flashed, and then… she was on top of him, legs straddling his naked hips. He was more than ready as she slid her wet pussy down his shaft, slowly. Halfway down, she squeezed back up, letting the top of his penis flick out of her. He didn’t have to look to know white cum already oozed out of the tip.

      Her smile widened and she reached behind, her fingers cupped his balls and gave a slight squeeze. She lowered herself again. This time, not allowing him to penetrate her, just letting her wet folds caress his cock. Up and down, slowly. Agonizing slowly.

      Dear Lord, hadn’t they both just cum not even half an hour ago. Oh, who the fuck cares…

      Her rhythm picked up, still rubbing her clit along his shaft. He needed to plunge deep into her, but then the exquisite ecstasy would soon end. Adeline moaned and arched her back as her nails gently scratched along his testicles. The sound of her building to her orgasm, guttural moans mixed with higher-pitched sighs, ricocheted in his eardrums, adding to his own body’s demands.

      Unable to take the torture any longer, Rob grabbed her delicate hips and held her in place. Her dripping cunt hovered above the tip of his cock. For a second, their eyes met. A slight nod of her head. Still gripping her hip bones, her plunged into her and they released simultaneously screams.

      Moments later, both still trembling, he wrapped his arms around her, closed his eyes. A sweet darkness took him.
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      A red hue burned her eyelids. Morning already? Ugh. Adeline groaned. Her body ached all over. She attempted to push herself up, then realized she was trapped by a muscular arm draped over her chest, and a mass of curls snuggled into the nape of her neck.

      Oh. Yeah. Rob. Yum.

      She couldn’t hold back the smile as thoughts of the previous night rampaged through her brain. That had been… nice. Well, nice wasn’t exactly the most appropriate word, but she realized she was still too “fucked dumb” to elicit a more appropriate term. Her brain would kick in after she extricated herself from the handsome god she’d landed last night. With their bodies still touching, the only true thought coursing through her was whether or not to wake him up properly.

      Who had been the hunter and who had been the prey last night? She’d started the night looking for easy quarry to satisfy her primal needs, and he had definitely succeeded there. However, the warm and fuzzy feeling wrapped around her body like a quilt made her feel less of a predator in the aftermath. She’d been caught unawares by his own vulnerability, that for a second the veil covering her own had been pulled aside.

      An unfamiliar sensation of comfort, peace, and home settled in heart. A bit scary, but at the same time…not. Those strong, sculpted arms belonged around her. Had she allowed herself to be captured? When had the tables turned? An ache built up in her chest. Eventually, she’d have to eradicate herself from his embrace, probably never to return again. For a little longer, Adeline vowed…just a little bit longer.

      A soft buzzing penetrated the quiet. What’s that noise? After a few seconds, it stopped. Ah, my phone. Crap, what did I miss?

      Like ice water thrown on the burning embers of a bonfire, reality smashed in. Slowly, Adeline wiggled until she could reach the edge of the bed and slid off soundlessly.

      She fumbled around for her clothes and her phone. After shucking her arms into the sleeve of her blouse, her fingers tapped the phone screen. Four missed calls; just as many text messages. All from her partner, Vincent.

      A soft snore rose from the vicinity of the bed, distracting her. She stumbled trying to get one leg into her pants, knocking over a tiny trash can sticking out from underneath the round Formica table in the middle of the room. Heat crept up her face recalling all the deeds done on top of that table just a few hours ago.

      She tapped the screen again to read the texts while her other hand picked up the trash can.

      Where are you? Boss wants update.

      Nothing here.

      Everyone checks out, but there’s one sub-contractor MIA.

      APB put out for this dude. He hasn’t been heard from in over 24 hours.

      Followed by a picture.

      Staring back at her from the phone was a golden blonde, curly headed man, with five o’clock shadow making his face even more ruggedly handsome, and hazel eyes framed by wire-rimmed glasses. Adeline’s stomach sank. Her hand flew to her mouth to stifle a gasp.

      No. Can’t be.

      The phone vibrated in her hand again. Her thumb crushed the button on the side to send the call to voicemail. Her mouth dry and fingers trembling, Adeline tapped out… Following a lead. Back to you in half hour.

      Figures. She’d just experienced the most mind-blowing sexual experience of her life. Their connection transcended the physical. Of that, she was certain.

      So of course, there would be a catch.

      She glanced back at the Adonis slumbering in the bed. Even unconscious, he was gorgeous and a familiar longing rose up from deep within her. He’d done a good job hiding his utter masculine appearance with the super-casual clothes and the glasses, but she’d seen the truth even before she’d reached his table at the bar last night. There was no denying the physicality of the man, and her animal instincts were never wrong. However, she hadn’t dubbed him as a criminal at first sight.

      Getting slow, Addy.

      It was that or her sex-starved body wouldn’t let her see the truth. She was renowned in the Agency for sniffing out crooks within seconds of meeting them. But this…she hadn’t seen coming.

      Tugging on the rest of her clothes, her eyes scanned the room. Rob had been glued to his laptop before her arrival at his table. Now where was the damn thing?

      Please don’t let it still be at the bar.

      No, she distinctly remembered the satchel slung across his back when they’d walked out.

      What about after the alley where they’d dived out of the sight of patrol car?

      There’s your clue, girlfriend. Hiding from the cops. Duh!

      No, the laptop made it back to the apartment. Vaguely, she recalled the clunking sound it made when the bag had slid to the floor, along with Rob’s pants, when they first arrived.

      Another gentle snore broke her concentration. She’d have to be quick. Of course, this could also constitute unlawful search and seizure if she did find anything. Considering the means to which she came about to discover any evidence would be prime for a defense attorney’s arguments to dismiss. Not to mention, Agent Vinny the Annoying would most certainly be taking over her spot as the Agency kicked her ass to the curb for her behavior.

      Never mind. Just do your damn job. Worry about the rest when we get to that. Hey, he may not even be guilty of anything!

      Adeline’s gut coiled like a spring. Now that instinct, non-primal sexual instinct, had taken back over, she knew the truth already.

      Rob wasn’t being coy when he claimed to be a lone wolf. He was The Lone Wolf.

      Tip-toeing over to the door, she retrieved the laptop bag and eased the computer out. The screen was cracked in a couple places but it burst to life as if it hadn’t been shut down probably, just put to sleep. A Heavy Metal 2000 screensaver popped up, complete with an animated woman with huge tits bursting out of a red corset (bare except for thin strings covering the sensitive parts) with a machete in one hand and a grenade launcher in the other.

      Classic geek.

      A few soft pecks on the keyboard, she cracked his passcode in seconds. She checked all the files. Most were encrypted, but she wasn’t the best at her job for nothing. A few taps on the computer and it was all laid bare.

      Adeline dove into the source code. Nothing raised a red flag, except for the lack of red flags. A hacker always had his or her personal stamp when they committed a hack. Even the best. Obviously, she had yet to discover his calling card.

      He had been glued to the monitor at the bar. Obviously, he was looking at something important then. Why couldn’t she find it now? He hadn’t even booted the computer down properly. There simply had to be something hiding in plain sight.

      Emails? All benign. Mostly spam. No outgoing emails. No social media accounts. Normally, that would be an indicator, but who was she to judge? Adeline avoided Facebook and all that other garbage, too.

      Music files? Of course. She clicked on the folder labeled “Heavy Metal” and found exactly what she was looking for, and had been near desperate not to find. Hidden in between the sound files was a code indiscernible to most, but her analytical brain had long ago found hacking to be as easy as tracking a wounded and bleeding fugitive in the snow. Another touch of the keyboard and her worst fears were revealed. Her gut twisted and bile rose in her throat.

      She snagged her phone to take screen shots of everything. A map laid out in code. It was all there, linking the hunk in the bed to the case she was working. But something else caught her eye – news articles about a mass killing of an extended family in rural Tennessee. Actually, most of the small community had been found slaughtered. The name of the town struck a faint memory, but she couldn’t quite grasp the reason for it.

      One article title stood out, “Youngest Son of Town’s Mayor Missing, Not Amongst the Dead.” A black and white photo of a lanky boy with a mop full of curls on top of head and familiar eyes. The same eyes she’d witnessed last night when they’d flashed with interest, and then dimmed in sadness just for a moment. The article described how the town had suffered many suspicious deaths over a period of months, residents falling mysteriously ill. Then later, a lost hiker stumbled upon what remained of the town where mutilated bodies had been piled up, set on fire, and were still smoldering. Another article, an obituary for the hiker, was also in the files. The poor guy died a couple weeks later of anaphylactic shock. The doctors were baffled by his sudden onset of severe allergy to eggs.

      Adeline couldn’t feel any worse than if she’d been kicked in the stomach. Can’t let your emotions get in the way, Addy. He’s a criminal. She wiped a tear away and focused back on the more incriminating hacking feats he’d accomplished.

      For being such an excellent hacker – the way he infiltrated the systems and got out was mind-boggling – why had he not destroyed his own hard drive, dumped the computer into the river, and driven off into the sunset? Did the jerk want to be caught?

      “What ya doing, beautiful?”

      Adeline froze, finger hovering above the keyboard of Rob’s laptop.

      Maybe all that sex did mess with her brain because she hadn’t heard him stir from the bed. Now he was standing over her, still naked and fully erect, with an anxious expression.

      “Uh…”

      A loud shattering sound reverberated through the apartment. Shards of glass cascaded over them both like a waterfall. Adeline had no time to react, much less to shift into her animal form in defense. Soldiers clothed completely in black invaded the room from the broken windows and the now smashed in flimsy wooden door. Rob’s voice rose above the clamor, “What. The…” followed by silence as one soldier punched him squarely in the face and he fell to the ground.

      Growling, she launched herself at Rob’s assailant only to be yanked back by her hair. A soldier restrained her with both arms around her chest. Another stood directly in front of her, his face hidden by black SWAT equipment. She sensed the action before he swung but was too late to avoid his large fist.

      Pain shot through her skull as blood poured down her face. “You…bast…”

      Darkness enveloped her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Infernal ringing in her ears slammed through Adeline’s head. What the hell? But if she thought the sound was bad, opening her eyes made that a walk in the park. A blaring spotlight shone directly into her face. A chill permeated her skin from the metal flooring as she squirmed and wiggled to a sitting position.

      “Glad to see you could join us, Agent Marion.”

      She’d know that smarmy voice anywhere. Irritation raced through her body in increasing waves, threatening to bring forth her wolf.

      “Vinny,” she growled, “If you wanted my attention so bad, there are more subtle, less painful ways of going about it.”

      Although she couldn’t see through the glaring light, Adeline could clearly make out his silhouette on one side of the lamp and another taller figure on the other side. She pulled at the zip ties binding her hands behind her back, desperately wanting to wipe hair out of her eyes. Thankfully, they hadn’t used handcuffs.

      “Come on, Vin. You really think it’s necessary to cuff me? I’m the good guy, remember?” She trained her voice to come off steady and assured, but her insides quaked. Fear. Not a familiar emotion, but something was deadly wrong about this situation. Evil permeated the very air, a rotten egg sulphuric odor. Demons? Here? She would’ve picked that up from her partner earlier if he were demonic, unless it was a recent possession.

      “Miss Marion,” a distinct voice, oddly familiar addressed her. “It seems you’ve been hanging around the wrong people. Not appropriate for a federal agent to be cohorting with treasonous criminals.” A tremor ran down her spine.

      Senator Johnson?

      “Senator, good to finally meet you. Congratulations on your re-election last time. Heard that was a close one. Considering the big kahuna’s job next, I hear.” Too late, her sarcasm and disrespect for authority had opened her mouth before her brain caught up to the danger of her situation.

      A deep throaty chuckle echoed around the room. Sniffing the air again, Adeline detected cold metal. No concrete, no carpet or tile. No wood, brick, or mortar. Metal. The way the echo quickly died, she assumed it was a small metal room, possibly a vault.

      “I like her, Vincent. Where have you been keeping this gem?”

      The answering gruff wasn’t flattering. “More trouble than she’s worth. Damn good at her job though.”

      For a moment the light was blocked as his lithe figure moved towards her, his hand grabbing her chin to tilt her face up. “But she did find the bad guy in record time. Told you she has a nose for detective work. However, I was surprised Agent Marion’s judgment led her to sleep with the miscreant. A girl must have her fun, I guess. Isn’t that right, sweetheart?” His fingers chucked her chin to the side before he stepped back.

      Adeline fought the urge to rip her wrists out of the zip ties. Honestly, zip ties? Anyone can get out of those. What was he thinking? She needed to play along to see what exactly her partner and the senator were up to. Couldn’t wait too much longer, the binds were burning her wrists like they’d been laced with some caustic substance.

      “Ah, I bet you’re wondering if you can get out of those bindings faster than I can pull my gun on you.” He knelt down in front of her now on one knee, his breath warmed her face, minty with a hint of hops but definitely no Sulphur.

      Unblinking, she locked eyes with him. She knew in the darkness her silver eyes shone, a warning to prey. With the spotlight blinding her, she also knew that the effect was lost. “Just wondering why my hands are bound. Like you said, I found the bad guy for you. Not exactly the promotion I was aiming for with this case. Would you like to explain to the good senator why you have me all tied up, cuz I’d love to know myself?”

      “I’m sorry, my dear, for the restraints. We couldn’t be certain of your loyalties considering the state you were found in with the hacker. I must say, it didn’t look like you were on the hunt for a criminal. Perhaps you were hunting for something else when you stumbled upon him?” The senator’s gravelly tone resounded in the room. Pretty good assumption on his part. That was exactly what happened.

      Glancing up, she noticed he still maintained his distance near the lamp. “What can I say? Perhaps I like to play with my prey before going for the kill.” Now to get the conversation back onto him, and less on her sex life. Obviously, the situation with the hacker stealing money and siphoning intelligence to the media was more complex than originally thought. Otherwise, Rob would be cuffed and booked already and she’d be giving a statement uptown, not hidden away in a steel vault somewhere. “Um, by the way, where is the jailbird? Got him locked away in a different vault or did you execute him immediately?”

      Her stomach lurched at the thought of gorgeous, sweet Rob lying in a ditch somewhere, a bullet to the back of his head, or sinking to the bottom of the Potomac as fish nibbled on his once radiant eyes. Considering the situation she found herself in, a mafia-style execution wasn’t too far outside the spectrum of possibility. But why?

      “None of your damn business…” Vincent’s tone dripped like acid in her ear before he was interrupted by the smoother senator.

      “Now, Vincent. No need for hostility. I’m sure Agent Marion here will be more than happy to help us with our investigation so we can recover all my money. Right, dear?” He’d moved rather quickly for a sixty-something man as he now stood beside her, his hand reached and grabbed her forearm, dragging her to her feet. She stumbled as she found her footing. The senator pulled a chair out of the darkness and waved for her to take a seat.

      “Right, sir. Whatever I can do to help.” Adeline fought her primal instincts to lash out with her legs to kick them both in the balls. Her inner wolf wanted to shred their throats until their dead bodies ceased to buck and shake as death took hold. Instead, she forced her sweetest smile and tone of voice. If they went to all this trouble to keep her and Rob from the actual authorities, perhaps she could coax more damaging information from them before executing an escape.

      “Excellent. Vincent, why don’t you retrieve our other guest?” As Vinny left the room, the senator towered over her a bit too closely. There it was. Just under the designer cologne of bergamot and cinnamon…Sulphur.

      Well, she’d always known DC brought out the worst sorts, but an honest-to-evilness demon? Wow.

      “Now, dear,” the endearment gnawed at her patience, “I do apologize for the treatment you’ve received. However, I’m afraid it’s only going to be worse from here on out. It would behoove you to cooperate in every way. I have the power to make things go smoothly and quite painlessly for you… or make things incredibly uncomfortable and outright torturous.” His weathered face inches from her own, Adeline fought the urge to flinch away from the wicked gleam in his crimson-tinged eyes.

      “Gee, Senator. I don’t know. Seems I am not often subjected to dealing with demons unless I’m ripping them to bloody shreds.” Her canine teeth elongated in her mouth, pricking her own tongue as Adeline craned her neck to look up at the senator. Keep it together, Addy. Don’t provoke him too much. Not until you know if Rob is safe.

      “Ah, I surmised as such. That you knew. You’re a smart woman, or should I say wolf?” His hand reached out to caress her cheek. Adeline felt the prickles as hair sprouted from her skin as the wolf fought to gain control of her body in order to protect herself. “Haven’t seen your kind in the metropolitan area in decades. I was confident that we annihilated them all.”

      Adeline inhaled deeply to tamp down the inner beast. “New to town.”

      “New to the entire east coast, I’d imagined. It took us decades, but I guarantee the wolf shifters on this side of the continent are indeed extinct. The ones hiding out West will be soon as well.” He backed away and shook his head. “Well, unless you want to petrify the poor young man you so recently fucked, you’ll calm down and lose the furry look. Doesn’t do your complexion any favors either.”

      The door creaked open, without even a glimmer of light to mark where the door actually was. Total blackness behind it. With a resonating slam, followed by the softest click as a lock took hold. A large form was thrown down in front of her, landing on her toes with a grunt.

      Vincent stepped forward and kicked the man huddled on the floor. “Wake up, asshat! Time to talk.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Every muscle ached as if he’d been in a meat grinder and spit out the other side. But he was alive. He was painfully aware that he was indeed alive. Rob attempted to sit up, but found his hands still bound behind his back. However, there was something else in the room that caught his attention. A strong female scent, a little woodsy mixed with citrus. They got Adeline, too.

      “Let her go. She has nothing to do with this,” he croaked despite the sand paper sensation in his throat. His assailant answered merely with another rib-cracking kick, so agonizing that he could only gasp for breath.

      “Too late, buddy. You already got her locked into your guilt. Didn’t anyone ever tell you guilty by association? Considering how much associating you two have been up to…”

      “Shut the fuck up, Vinny! Leave him alone.” Adeline’s voice was music to his ears, but he wished more than anything they’d never met. She didn’t deserve to deal with his mess.

      Rob wiggled around on the floor until he could maneuver to face her. “Adeline, I’m so sorry. I’ll get you out of this, I promise.” And he meant every word. He wasn’t clear on the details of how he would do that, but he would. Even if it meant losing the veneer of the placid computer geek to show his true, more violent self – the one he’d purposefully kept hidden for years.

      A throaty chuckle drew his attention to the dark form standing behind Adeline, just on the cusp of the shadows. “Mr. Holden, seems you’ve been a very bad boy. And dragging the damsel into this…tsk, tsk, tsk.”

      “I’m not a damsel…” Adeline’s words were cut off by an ear-splitting slap.

      “Not your turn to talk, bitch!”

      Rob launched himself at her attacker, the man that had brought him into the room. The same man who had been using him as a punching bag for the last three hours. He collided with him, knocking him down, but without use of his arms and hands, he was weaponless. Within seconds, the man… what was his name, Vinny? …was using him as a kickball again.

      The crunch of his own bones thrummed in his ears. The coppery taste of his blood filled his mouth fueling the anger already building deep in his core. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold out.

      He rolled over and spat blood at Vinny’s highly polished dress shoes.

      “Ready to have a proper conversation now or do you prefer to be treated like a mangy dog?” That voice. That arrogant, nasally, shout-whisper voice akin to what he imagined Kiefer Sutherland would sound like if he were as old as Yoda. He knew that voice.

      “Senator? Didn’t think you’d get your own hands dirty. I thought Mr. Nottingham did all that for you. Couldn’t get him to fly in from his vacation in the Alps this time to clean up after you?”

      “Mr. Holden, let me be blunt with you. Either you return my money, every cent, and you sign a document stating that everything you illegally released to the media was false and you made the whole thing up, or…” Suddenly, the senator was standing over him. His eyes flared with a mysterious red tinge. “…or your lady friend here dies a horrendous death in front of your eyes. And that’s not the best part.” His lips curled up in a wicked smile, displaying all his pearly white teeth. “Your fingerprints will be found all over her. You’ve already accomplished that part. Then, your own bloody signature will be added to the document as your suicide note.”

      Anger boiled in his gut. If it were just him, he’d tell the bastard to go to hell. But Adeline…sweet Adeline. He couldn’t allow her to be hurt. Something sparked deep within him, a need to protect what was his. No matter what happened to him, he’d keep her safe. They’d only known each other a few hours, but one thing he knew for a fact was that Adeline was worth dying for, was worth everything.

      His own lips opened and moved as if to speak, but he couldn’t form the words to surrender. It wasn’t in his nature. Fight, not flight, was his course. It always had been. Even after he’d hacked the system, moved the money, and released the damaging information, he’d known they would hunt him down to the ends of the Earth.

      It was the information hidden within the snippets he’d passed along to the media that were the most damning. Taxpayer dollars being rerouted from a Nottingham, Inc. work order to assist in establishing refugee settlements to the senator’s personal accounts. That was the least of the senator’s sins. What the money did fund… well, that was the true story, and it was an ugly one. There would be no favorable political spin on that tale. All the horrific deeds accomplished by Nottingham, Inc. with the senator’s full approval and backing – slaughtering hundreds of wolf shifters, and anyone else who got in their way, in order to build their own sweatshops hidden away in the outskirts of Tennessee. And not just little children making cheap clothes. No, it was so much worse.

      The idea of fleeing had crossed his mind, only for a second. He’d been sitting at that bar, contemplating that very thing when Adeline had approached him. That had been the last he’d considered running. All that beautiful, flowing silver hair and matching metallic eyes had glued him in place. Deep down, he knew then what resounded through his body now…he’d fight for her. To be near her. To hold her. To love her. He wouldn’t sacrifice her to the senator or to anyone.

      Rob glanced over to Adeline. The lack of fear in her eyes and expression surprised him, but also gave him hope. She shook her head and mouthed, “No.”

      In response, all the anger and fear rampaging through his veins lit on fire. His pores opened, releasing course reddish-gold hairs. Blood tickled his tongue as sharp fangs protruded from his gums. Bones crunched. Skin stretched. All painfully, but also with a feeling of familiarity and comfort. Rob Holden may not be capable of saving a fly, but his wolf could do much, much more.
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      Adeline’s eyes flew wide and then she blinked a number of times. There was no way she was seeing what she was seeing. The hottest computer geek she’d ever laid eyes on was morphing into something not human…hairs sprouted from every pore; his perfectly chiseled jaw elongated; fingernails grew into long, sharp claws behind his back as his wrists were still bound. Just hours ago she’d run her hands and her mouth over most of this man’s exquisite body. A man no longer.

      The zip ties snapped loudly, the sound muffled only by the cracking of bones and moans of agony as Rob continued to transform. Adeline’s breath caught in her chest. Rob was a shifter, too? How was that possible? She should’ve caught on to that immediately. It wasn’t like wolves could hide their true scent from others of their kind. Disguise it from humans…sure. But a wolf could always sniff out a wolf.

      Vincent and the senator stood paralyzed a few feet away. A new scent permeated the stagnant vault air…fear.

      Now on all fours, Rob’s wolf turned blazing topaz eyes on her. The beast lifted its snout and sniffed before nodding in understanding. If they lived through this, they needed to have a serious conversation.

      How had she not known?

      Well, the gig is up now. Might as well join the party.

      Deep down in her very soul, Adeline released her own primal animal, set her free, as Rob backed their captors into a corner. Saliva dripped from his maw and a guttural rumble erupted from his chest.

      Hairs sprang up along her arms and legs, racing from her limbs to her core, then up her neck. Shaking her head, Adeline’s mane of silver hair grew course as shorter strands burgeoned along her scalp and began to form along her face.

      But something was wrong. Her bones should be snapping and reforming. Her face should transform from its feminine human form to that of a majestic she-wolf, but…it wasn’t. Slowly, even her fur receded back into her skin.

      A cackle filled the room, startling everyone, including Rob’s wolf who ceased growling. He craned his neck around to peer at her.

      “My dear,” the senator’s deep voice hitched as he feigned an attempt to stop his laughter, “having a little pest control problem, are you?”

      Anger spread through her veins. Her wolf was captured. Restrained by forces she didn’t understand. What had the demonic politician done to her?

      Senator Johnson stepped out to the side, away from Rob’s startled wolf. In the spotlight, his gluttonous features cast freaky shadows across his face, giving his normally ruddy cheeks and deep-set eyes a malevolent manifestation like a gargoyle statue. “You see, my dear, we knew about your little condition and took precautions, but this one…” he shrugged in the wolf’s direction, “was a surprise.”

      Adeline’s lips opened to ask the question, “How?,” but her vocal chords were shocked into silence.

      The senator’s lips curled up, revealing his full set of teeth. “Your bindings, dear. Laced them with something special. Nothing that would overtly hurt you like silver. Just a little leash.”

      A snarl, then a sharp bark turned her attention back to Rob. His head swiveled between the senator and Vincent who still stood with his back against the wall, his eyes bulging from their sockets. Rivulets of sweat streamed down his face. A tiny movement caught her eye. Vinny’s fingers tapped along his waist.

      “Gun!” Adeline scrambled to her feet and leaped over the wolf. She slammed into Vinny just as his hand pulled the gun from around the small of his back. The collision knocked it out of his grip and the weapon clanged across the metal floor.

      Her wrists still bound, she did the only thing she could…repeatedly, and with great force, thrust her knee into Vinny’s nuts as she lay on top of him. The acrid stench of fear wafted off him. Rob growled behind her, waiting on his chance to rip the man apart. Unable to do more damage to him, she rolled off and the wolf pounced.
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      A coppery taste filled his mouth, both sweet and repulsive. It’d been so long since Rob tasted blood. He’d gone to great lengths to tamp the inner beast down. As the fur receded and the wolf became dormant, a mixture of disgust and sorrow filled his heart.

      A gasp pulled his attention away from the heap of ripped human in front of him. Rob pivoted around and his stomach sank even further. Adeline. Beautiful Adeline. A woman he could have never resisted in a million years. She was the reason he hadn’t run away, left town and never looked back.

      The spotlight refracted in her metallic eyes reminding him of how jewelry stores set up showcase lighting to best reveal the glimmer of precious metals and stones. He couldn’t bear the idea of her not only glimpsing the real him, but having to watch his beast at his worst, killing.

      “Adeline, I’m…”

      A soft click echoed off the walls. Although he couldn’t see the weapon, he knew the senator held a gun on Adeline. Her large almond eyes narrowed into slits and a nerve twitched along her jawline. She wasn’t afraid. Amazing. No, she was pissed.

      “Mr. Holden, I must say you’ve shocked us all tonight. I only thought to deal with an insignificant hacker. Easy peasy. Then the added complication of Agent Marion, but this was most unexpected.” The senator’s chuckle sounded more like a wolverine clearing its throat of bad carrion than a laugh.

      “Let her go.” Rob made to lunge forward, but a quick look at Adeline froze him in place.

      No. You’ll play into his hands. Just wait.

      Her melodic voice inside his head. How was that possible? Only other wolf shifters could…

      No. Couldn’t be.

      An image swam in his head. Something his wolf had witnessed. Her beautiful silver hair growing longer, covering more of her body. The silver glint in her eyes morphing into an icy predatory gleam.

      “Quite the lovely couple you two make. Too bad neither of you will live to make puppies together. Would’ve been a beautiful litter.” Although Rob couldn’t see the old man, two red eyes blazed through the dark behind Adeline.

      Pushing down the primal need to pounce on the senator and tear him to shreds, Rob’s eyes flicked to Adeline’s face. It had been years since he’d communicated with another wolf telepathically. Not since his father had sent him running into the woods, to a well-hidden cave when the big trucks with blacked out windows pulled into the town square, blocking off the roads.

      Hell, it’d been a long time since he’d run into another of his kind. After getting his “cure”, he wouldn’t have recognized another wolf if she’d stared him in face. But Adeline? Shouldn’t he have known?

      Obviously, the cure had only been temporary anyway. Damn!

      Follow my lead. Don’t give anything away.

      What did she know about this situation, about the senator, that he didn’t? How was she so calm? Hell, she just winked at him!

      “Rob, I’d like you to formally introduce the demon inhabiting Senator Johnson’s body.” She cocked her head sideways to look up at him.

      “Dem…dem…on?” In all his years, Rob knew of their existence but had never met one. Guardian angels…yes. One had helped him find a cure – well, not exactly a cure, but something to suppress his inner beast. Other shifters…not one since his family. Even a vampire once at a club in DC. But a demon?

      Ice floated through his veins leaving pinpricks along his arms and the nape of his neck. The calm before the storm.

      Rob closed his eyes and concentrated as hard as he could, given there was a gun pressed against Adeline’s spine. Want to fill me in on the plan, sweetheart?

      A soft laugh tickled his brain.

      “Well, you gonna leave us in suspense or what? How long you been wearing the bloated, wrinkly meat suit of the senator?”

      Rob knew he should’ve kept his mouth shut, but since when was he one to let a sarcastic comment slide. “Considering the corruption surrounding you, well the senator since his early years in Washington, I’m guessing it’s been a long time.”

      A roar of laughter reverberated through the room. “Why, you are quite right, sir. Johnson hasn’t exactly been here for some time. Not since we made a little deal the night of the election when it looked like he was going to lose…big. I simply explained that the will of the people could be overridden. Not always. But in his case I could be of some service. Damn fool didn’t even ask the price.”

      “Nice political science lecture, professor. I bet they don’t teach that part in college.” Adeline’s voice was honeyed, not snippy or even worried for someone who had a gun in her back and her hands bound behind her. Her lips curled up on one side of her mouth. Rob had no clue what her game plan was, but she seemed to be enjoying herself. Quite frankly, it only made her sexier in his eyes.

      “Mr. Holden,” the senator chuckled, “throw some clothes on, please. You appear to have ripped your own garments, so feel free to take the mangled agent’s pants. Then get your ass over to the table with the computer. You have some corrections to make before you die.”

      Slowly, Rob crouched beside the bloody form of the demon’s lackey. Bile rose in his throat. Upon closer inspection, at least it appeared to be a quick kill. Throat was shredded and blood coated most everything, but the rest of the man was intact.

      Hands now slick with blood, Rob pulled on the rumpled designer suit pants. Not exactly his size. Vinny’s frame had been much smaller than his own. The hem hit him mid-calf and there was no way the zipper was going to close. Looking down at the blood-splattered pants with the fly hanging open for all to see his jewels, Rob almost preferred to remain naked.

      Behind him, Adeline snickered, which only made him more self-conscious. Rob prided himself on his body, carefully concealed under the geek attire of ragged t-shirts and khaki pants. To look this ridiculous in front of such an exquisite woman…ugh!

      He walked over to the table. The chair screeched along the metal floor as he pulled it out to sit in front of the archaic computer. “Hey, Senator. You could use an update in your technology. This thing is from the Ice Age.”

      “Move.” The senator’s voice was harsh, followed by scuffling sounds as he pushed Adeline across the room.

      The senator came to stand immediately behind him. Rob’s nose crinkled. That stench! Do other people in Congress not smell that, or do they all reek of rotten eggs?

      “Now, Mr. Holden, you will put all my money back. Every red cent. Then we’ll talk about penance.”

      “Dude, you can have your filthy blood money, but the world already knows you stole it, killed for it.” His fingers pecked away on the keyboard as his mouth ran away with him. He’d been in it for revenge, after tracking down the folks responsible for the death of his friends and family. They’d been in the way of the senator’s big vision in cooperation with Nottingham, Inc. Stealing the money back from the senator for those the funds were designated to help in the first place had been incidental, but an added benefit in his estimation. Now the bastard was making him snatch it back. The entire debacle left a bitter taste in mouth…or was that still Vinny’s blood coating his tongue?

      Keep talking. You’re doing great, but don’t piss him off too quickly. Give me a chance.

      How could Adeline’s voice in his head be so calm, as if she were ordering tea instead of plotting an escape from a demonic psychopath? Whatever she was planning, he hoped she’d do it already.

      “So, Senator,” saccharine sweetness dripped from Adeline’s lips, “I’m curious. Seeing as Vinny was my partner for all of two seconds, how long was he your henchman?”

      “No, dear. You’re asking the wrong question.”

      “Then, please do enlighten me.” Rob caught the reflection of the senator in the monitor as he looked down at Adeline still crouched on the floor. He fought the natural tendency for his lips to curl up in a smile. The woman knew what she was doing…distract AND elicit information.

      “You caught my eye about three months ago when you busted the fentanyl ring in Dupont Circle. Your qualities were quite evident to even the untrained eye so I sent my man to discover exactly who and what you are. His findings did not surprise me in the least. Figured I could use someone of your talents, and then this asshat handed you to me on a silver platter, so to speak.”

      Rob pecked away at the keyboard, all the while Adeline kept the senator talking. The man really was a pompous ass. So self-assured, but Rob guessed most demons were egotistical bastards. He’d wanted to recruit Adeline, so Vinny had placed a tracking device on her bike. They’d sent in the black ops guys, mostly ex-military, from Nottingham’s covert division, to extract her for their purposes. Rob didn’t even want to think what they wanted her for. Finding him had been merely a happy accident.

      With the senator barely glancing his way, Rob managed to open up a couple more windows to hide what he was really doing. Any time Johnson looked over, he’d only see a replica of the financial transaction screen. What he wouldn’t see would be the messaging system alerting the authorities of a break-in at their location. Also hidden from sight was the code he’d entered to turn on the computer’s camera. Everything happening in the room was being fed to an offsite server vault.

      “You done yet, hacker boy? I don’t have all night.”

      “Not sure that’s incentive for me, considering you are planning on killing us both when I’m finished.”

      “Oh, you still have some work to do before I gut this pretty young thing with your DNA all over her. Won’t be difficult for the police to rule this a sexual assault and murder followed by your own suicide.”

      Anger coiled within in, like a cocked revolver ready to fire.

      Keep it cool. Controlled. Just keep him talking.

      Every time her voice sang in his head relief washed over him. Relief and strength. Together they could do this, they could escape and take down the bad guy…together. The word had a nice ring to it. Together. After living and working alone for so long, having a partner to work with felt good.

      Hopefully, we don’t end up dead and can try this together thing some more.

      “Again, my point. Why should I hurry this along? I rather like the living, breathing version of the lady. Not to mention, I like the living and breathing version of myself.”

      The gun flashed in the computer monitor seconds before it slammed down on his shoulder. The cracking of bone echoed against the steel walls, floor and ceiling. Pain erupted like a geyser, but quickly faded to a dull ache. “Depending on how quickly you cooperate will determine how much she suffers.”

      A furious growl erupted behind him as the elderly, but portly man fell into him and they both spilled onto the icy metal floor. The gun banged across the floor and smashed into the wall.

      Rob scrambled to regain his balance and threw himself at the senator just as Adeline’s lithe body leapt over, her teeth bared. Together they pinned the senator down as her voice rose.

      “Exorcizamus te, omnis immundus spiritus, omnis satanica potestas, omnis incursion infernalis adversarii, omnis legio, omnis congregation et secta diabolica.” The more she repeated the words, the harder the demon struggled underneath them. Rob had no idea what she was saying. Adeline leaned down into the senator’s face. A cross pendant, dangling from a rope chain around her neck, settled over the man’s redden eyes.

      With a long hiss, smoke rose from where the jewelry grazed the skin. The body shuttered, rocked, and then slumped back. Rob feared to move. Didn’t the villain always spring back to life to kill again? At least, he imagined a demon could very well do that.

      Nothing happened. The only sound in the room was their labored breathing and the thrumming of Rob’s heart in his chest. Finally, Adeline fell back and lay still, her chest rising and falling in a ragged, irregular rhythm.

      “Some first date, huh?” Her laugh filled the dismal room with a lightness he hadn’t felt…ever.

      “Does this actually qualify for a date? I mean, it’s not like we went to dinner and a movie.”
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      It’d been a week since Adeline had seen Rob Holden. A week since they took down Senator Johnson, or at least the demon that had inhabited the senator for a couple decades. A week since she’d felt her heart beat inside her chest.

      There hadn’t been much time to tidy up the crime scene before the police had arrived at the tiny metal vault underneath an abandoned warehouse buried deep in the woods of George Washington National Forest just on the border of West Virginia. Rob had found a pocketknife in Vincent’s pants and he used them to cut off her bindings. The wild look in his eyes as he had held her face in his palms and kissed her…those eyes haunted her.

      Adeline knew he would be in the conference room at FBI Headquarters for the debriefing. It was his fate they would be discussing. Apparently, Senator Johnson had powerful friends. Even though the demon was slain, Rob would remain in danger if his identity ever got out. The Attorney General himself had come to her office to detail the roots of corruption that ensnared the senator but went much further, much wider. There were bigger fish to fry. Rob would be the key to bringing down the entire network.

      The conversation with the AG left Adeline feeling physically ill and swallowing down the threatening bile. Rob would be in perpetual danger. Despite her skills as a federal agent, and her true identity as a wolf shifter, protecting him would be damn near impossible.

      Taking a deep, cleansing breath, Adeline pushed the heavy wooden doors open, expecting to see a room full of suits – agents, marshals, bureaucrats. Her feet rooted to the Persian rug covering the worn Cherrywood planks.

      Dusty blonde curls hung over burnt umber eyes staring straight at her as if she were an oasis in the desert. His Adam’s apple bobbed as Rob swallowed deeply. No one else was in the room. Even if there had been a hundred people in there, Adeline doubted she’d notice. All she saw, all she could see, was Rob. His lips quirked up on one side, highlighting his dimples.

      “Hey, beautiful.” His voice was rough as if he hadn’t spoken in some time and every syllable broke her heart. They’d been through so much together, but still barely knew each other. Now, their chance had been ripped from them before she’d even recognized it was what she wanted. He would be placed under the witness protection program and they’d never see each other again. It was better this way. He’d be safe.

      Adeline opened her mouth to speak, but a lone strangled sob escaped instead. Rob jumped up from the chair and dashed across the room. Within seconds his strong arms wrapped around her trembling body. Warm, slightly rough hands cradled her face as his lips crushed down on hers, mirroring all the pent-up frustration and fragile emotional state Adeline had experienced over the last few days.

      An ember deep within her flared to a roar, sending scorching tendrils through her veins. Until that moment, Adeline had not realized just how cold she’d been. Feverishly, her hands roamed over Rob’s chest. Despite the formal business environment he was still decked out in a worn t-shirt and khaki pants. She felt his heart throbbing against his ribcage through the thin cotton as her fingers splayed across his sculpted pectorals.

      “Harrumph.” The soft noise sent ice picks through her heart. Adeline instinctively stepped away from Rob, but also moved to stand in front of him in a defensive position. “My apologies for the intrusion, Agent Marion.” The agency director towered over her and Rob. At almost seven feet tall, his Dolce & Gabbana navy suit matched his eyes in their intensity, although she caught a twinkle of amusement as he stepped by her with his hand outstretched towards Rob. “Mr. Holden, nice to meet you. It’s not every day I get a chance to thank someone for doing my job for me. Taking down Senator Johnson was quite the feat, but I’m afraid it’s landed you in a bit of hot water.”

      Rob’s eyebrows furrowed as he evaluated the bureaucrat in front of him. His eyes flicked to hers. With a reassuring nod, she hoped she conveyed that the director was one of the good guys, someone he could trust.

      The director settled down in the cushy leather chair at the head of the table before waving his hand for them to join him. “I wanted to meet with you both, together, before letting in the rest of the suits. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Of course, Director Finlay.” Adeline voice found its way back. All business now. Digging her nails into her palms, she re-focused on what was most important…making sure Rob stayed safe.

      “I’ve read your report, Agent Marion. Quite an entertaining work of fiction.” Before she could respond, he raised his hand for quiet. “Don’t misunderstand. I get it. You and the hacker took down the sleaziest villain in DC history, at least in this decade. Unorthodox methods, but based on your file, I’ve come to expect that.”

      Before the cops arrived to free them from the vault, she had told Rob to follow her lead. Just agree to everything she said. They had been able to make Vinny’s death look like the Senator attacked him and Rob had simply fallen on the dead body to account for being covered in the man’s blood. The camera on the computer had recorded just enough to indict the senator, but luckily the exorcism was out of the camera’s line of sight and the sound quality had been conveniently altered to mute the exorcism chanting. Adeline had crossed her T’s and dotted her I’s, leaving no potential holes in the story. How did the director know something was not adding up?

      A large warm hand came down over her own cradled in her lap. It’s going to be okay. I promise. Rob’s deep voice penetrated through the fog blinding her clarity. With a reassuring squeeze, a calmness fell over her frenzied mind. Adeline raised her gaze to lock with the director’s dark eyes.

      “Don’t jump to conclusions, Agent. Your report has been approved, stamped, and filed away. I’ll be the last person to question your methods and I don’t care about the specifics. Just the end result. Bad guy outed. Bad guy dead. Case closed. However,” his eyes flew to Rob, “that does pose a problem for your cohort in fighting crime.”

      “Listen, dude…” Only Rob would refer to the top guy at the agency as dude. But whatever else he was going to say was drowned out as Director Finlay continued.

      “Mr. Holden, as you are now aware, the senator had powerful allies, all entrenched in the same schemes. From what we’ve been able to uncover, he was actually the low man on the totem pole. And your boss at Nottingham has disappeared completely.” He paused, elbows on the large oak table and his index fingers forming a teepee under his chin. “We could use your expertise to take down the entire syndicate.”

      “Oh, hell no.” The words passed her lips before her brain caught up. A tug on her fisted hands held her riveted in the chair.

      “I’d be happy to oblige.” Adeline’s heart plummeted to her toes. So much for keeping Rob safe.
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        * * *

      

      Possibly the rashest decision he’d ever made, but confidence radiated through Rob’s body in tiny waves the second the words had left his mouth. Really there had been no decision to make. He had a giant target painted on his back, might was well stand and fight.

      Besides, he was exhausted from hiding. He’d hidden his wolf-self, his nature for two decades. Hiding behind his computer screen to track down the men responsible for the slaughter of not just his family, but an entire race of wolf shifters on the east coast. That number had to be in the thousands.

      Instead of hiding, what he should’ve been doing was unleashing the wolf, standing to fight for what he wanted.

      And he wanted Adeline. Body. Heart. Soul.

      Her large almond eyes pierced him, her lips moving in outrage. “What the hell do you think…”

      Rob stood, pulled her out of her own chair, and crushed her to his body. “I know what I’m doing. I’m not afraid. But I can only do this with you.” A war raged across her features. Confusion. Anger. Perhaps even hope. “Being without you these past few days has been torture. I’ll stand and fight by your side any day. No more hiding from the world, from myself.”

      “I see you two lovebirds have a lot to discuss so I’ll leave you be.” The director stood to go, but neither Rob nor Adeline paid him any mind. “That is a yes for working with the agency, right? And I believe you’ll like your new partner.” Rob grunted in reply as the heavy doors swung open and closed behind Director Finlay.

      “Rob, are you crazy? Witness protection is what you need. You can’t possibly…” He placed two of his fingers over her lips.

      “Yes, I am crazy. For you. And I don’t need witness protection. All I need is you. Together anything is possible. More than anything, I want to discover all the possibilities of us.” Seeing the tears brim in her eyes was like a punch to the gut.

      A corner of her mouth ticked up. “Together, huh? You have heard that relationships built on intense experiences don’t last.”

      “Don’t know about you, but I love to prove everyone wrong. So, you in?”

      Adeline pulled away from him, nearly shattering his resolve. Doubt flooded his veins. Maybe she hadn’t felt the same, the vibrant connection, and the fire threading them together. If ever fate reared its head to bite him in the ass, it was this moment.

      Unable to breathe, he watched emotions dance across her face as her eyes narrowed on him. Every muscle tensed as a nerve twitched in her clenched jaw. Just as his lungs reached their limit without oxygen, Adeline’s face relaxed again. “Oh, hell. Probably going to regret this…”

      The rest of her words melted away as she cupped his unshaven chin and pulled him to her. Softly, her lips brushed against his own. Her other hand fisted the curls at the nape of his neck, holding him in place. “Before this gets out of hand, perhaps we should find someplace with a little less traffic.”

      Taking her hand in his own, they turned and walked out the door, down the stairs and out the back entrance of the J. Edgar Hoover building. For the first time in his life, Rob felt at peace with himself, with the beast that lay dormant within, just under the skin. He could use his gifts for good, and with Adeline by his side, they could do anything.

      “So where to, gorgeous?” She pulled him towards a sexy looking beast of metal and fire. A Harley? Yeah, this woman totally rocked his world.

      “Just wrap your arms around me and let me take you on the wildest ride of your life.”

      No need to tell him twice.

      
        
        THE END
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      Annie's laptop dinged the "Mail's Received" notification, interrupting her flow right in the middle of the hottest sex she'd ever written. With Popsicles and everything. She clicked on her email, thinking to ignore it but when she saw the name of the sender, groaning, she opened the message.

      
        
        "To: Ms. Miller, author

        

        From: Mr. Martinko, editor and owner of Rumpled Sheets Erotic Publications

        

        Subject: Congratulations

        

        Marketing tells me you are the top selling author in our house. Very impressive. I am going to up the stakes to see how good you really are. Our finances are currently in decline; no doubt you heard about the issues with the company being sued for plagiarism. That author has been let go but we need to recoup as quickly as possible. To that end, please consider this your new assignment. I need a completed manuscript, 50k words, submitted every Friday morning. If you keep this up for the next 4 weeks, you will get a sizable bonus and a new contract. If you fail, even once, we may need to let you go. Others in the company suspect you were involved in the plagiarism but I know you can prove them wrong through your loyalty to the company and your agreement to this plan.

        Receipt of your first manuscript tomorrow morning will be considered your acceptance of this agreement.

        

        Sincerely, J. Martinko"

        

      

      "That stinkos!" Annie seethed with anger and humiliation. Her heart thumped in her ears, but she knew she had no choice if she wanted to keep living in the secured apartment building, continue keeping her aged mother in a good assisted living facility and keep her rescued cat healthy.

      Standing, she paced the living room, cursing the name of her employer. His demands were unreasonable, his threats were unethical, and his expectations beyond all reality. She picked up the laptop, ready to throw it against the wall, but her cat, Skinny, meowed from the sofa. She set down her wage-earning device and gave the cat a few pats. "Okay, kid. I'll see what I can do. I only have 6,000 words to go on this story. I have to go to the nursing home to visit Mom, but when I get back, I'll have to start right on it."

      Annie fed her cat Skinny while she reheated macaroni and cheese for herself. Not only did she need to visit her mom, she needed to pay the nurses their bribes which they called gratuities to make sure Mom's clothes, toiletries, phone, and other belongings didn't go missing. If she got a good bonus for her stories, she could pay them off for a whole year.

      The clock chimed 6 pm when Annie returned to her apartment building. As she stepped into the elevator, the lobby door opened and her new neighbor, a drop-dead gorgeous man about her own age, rushed in behind her.

      “Hey, glad I caught this. I haven’t seen you in a few days and I wanted to ask you out.” His smile blinded her for a moment. Or maybe his deep, silken voice held her thrall. Not until he frowned did she realize he was waiting for an answer.

      “Oh! I’d love to, but I have a super urgent deadline to meet tonight. I have to get to work.” Reluctantly, she pushed the button for their floor. Sighing, she confirmed that he smelled as good as she had thought. The whiffs of leather and mint citrus she caught whenever they passed in the hall came from him, not too heavy and making her knees weak.

      “Maybe another time. But that explains it.” The hint of humor in his comment drew her eyes back to him. That smile killed her.

      “Explains?”

      He nodded. “Why I don’t see you leaving for work in the mornings. You work at home.” He extended his hand. “I’m Jude, by the way.”

      A large hand with long fingers, muscular which told her why his gray t-shirt stretched against his chest and arms. She took that hand in hers and lost sight of her own. “Annie. Nice to meet you, Jude.”

      He gave her a squeeze and a gentle shake then looked down at her hand. Was he going to kiss her hand? Annie almost swooned at the thought. Instead, he took a deep breath and let go of her.

      “Well, Annie, nice to finally have a name to go with your beautiful face.”

      Heat rushed up from her chest to her face. “Same here. Handsome, I mean. Not beautiful.”

      He tilted his head, smiling. “You don’t think I’m beautiful?”

      Nervous laughter filled the gap before the door to the elevator opened. She shook her head and walked out, feeling his gaze on her the whole way.

      Fantasies about Jude got her mind going on her work in progress. But by the time she'd cleaned the cat box, done the few dishes in the sink, and put away the dry cleaning she'd picked up, her mind had gone blank.

      While she sat on the sofa with Skinny curled up beside her, her laptop did nothing but keep her lap warm. She even closed her eyes and conjured up the rugged face of Jude, her drool-worthy neighbor: Tan, smooth skin, hair a bit too long but disheveled and not fussy; straight brows over a straighter nose, pointing the way to lips lush with a half smile; chin square and stubbled; eyes light and questioning. How soon would another opportunity to go out with him crop up?

      A startling knock at her door pulled her to her feet. She set the laptop down where she had been sitting and Skinny climbed over to take advantage of its warmth. A second knock sounded just as she reached for the knob. And there, on the other side, stood Mr. Sexy Neighbor. Jude, she corrected herself. A real person, now.

      "Oh, my God!" Annie stepped back, feeling light-headed.

      Once more, his smile drooped a bit. "What? Have I caught you at a bad time?"

      She shook her head, feeling that blasted blush heating her face. His voice caressed her without even trying, deep and warm, caring without being intrusive. "No, sorry. I was just ---" having sexual thoughts about you. She bit her tongue. "So. I didn’t expect to see you tonight.” Lame, she thought. He’s going to see what a social failure I am.

      "Really? Oh, right, you’re working. Guess I hoped you’d be done and we could talk for a while. I moved to New York a month ago, and I don’t have a lot of friends.” He gestured with his left hand in which a bottle of wine dangled.

      "Come on in." She stepped aside so he could enter and closed the door. As she led him into her small kitchen she told him, “I haven’t hardly started on my work. I often work late into the night. I can spare a half-hour. For a friend.”

      He watched her open the cupboards and pull out two stemmed glasses. “May I ask what you do so late into the night?”

      Something in his voice suggested his preconceived ideas ran into the sex worker line. "I’m a writer but you probably haven't heard of me." She put down the glasses and turned to face him. "I write erotic romances for Rumpled Sheets Publishing."

      Jude’s eyes went wide and he chuckled. "No kidding? My ex reads those all the time." Setting the wine on the counter, he stepped back, squinted, and held his hands up to form a square. "I don't recognize you from any of the author photos."

      "No, because the publisher hires models for that role. He wants all the authors to look like a frat boy's wet dream."

      A frown brought those gray eyes to her attention. "Wouldn't he want to market the books to women?"

      Annie threw her hands out to her sides then shrugged. "Some study showed that women like seeing other women who look sexy on magazine covers and books."

      "I see." Jude stepped a little closer to her. "He's an idiot if he didn't let you pose yourself. You could be anyone's wet dream." His hand, large and radiating heat, touched her cheek. "I mean, you've got amazing blonde hair, large brown eyes and candy red lips. So seductive."

      The blush bloomed again. "I-- I don't think I've ever met the publisher. We communicate over emails." She turned and opened the drawer that stored the corkscrew.

      "Fascinating." His eyes looked down at her lips, then back to her eyes. He took the corkscrew and opened the bottle of wine. After pouring into the two glasses, he pushed the cork back in and set the bottle down. He picked up the glasses and turned to Annie.

      After a confused beat, she led the way back to the couch. She pushed the cat off the cushions and moved her laptop to the table there. Once Jude sat beside her, she sipped the red wine.

      “Wow, that’s good. I’m not much of a wine drinker.”

      “Wildhaven Untamed is usually a good choice, but this one is superior.” He sipped from his own glass. “If we are going to spend time together, you will have to gain an appreciation for wines. Hopefully, we will find one you really like.”

      Spend time together? Annie’s heart leaped at the idea. Slow down, you don’t even know him yet!

      Jude set his wine down on the coffee table and touched it. “This is stone! I thought it was a fiberglass reproduction or something.”

      “It’s a real millstone,” she said with pride. “My great-grandfather was a miller, and this stone used to be used in his mill. Moving it sucks, but I think it’s worth it.”

      “Heirlooms are important, and this one is certainly unique.” He glanced around the tidy room. “And the spinning wheel?”

      Annie nodded. “Grandma came from a sheep farming family. She taught me to spin and to weave. But there’s no room for a big loom in here.” She sipped more of her wine. “I doubt I am doing justice to this vintage. I’m so nervous about meeting the deadline for tomorrow.”

      “I don’t understand. I thought writers missed deadlines now and then.”

      “Possibly they do. However, my boss just found out I’m a high-earning author and due to financial trouble at the firm, he wants me to speed up my writing to a book every week.” Annie gave a humorless laugh. “I normally have a month for a book. I don’t think I can meet the new deadline. And he hinted that he would implicate me in the company’s troubles if I failed.”

      Jude frowned. “Do you think he’s bluffing? I don’t know the guy, but this sounds fake. You could get a lawyer without any trouble.”

      She shrugged. “I think I have to wait until he actually makes good on his threat.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt to contact a lawyer and I know a good one who deals with publishing contracts all the time. I’ll get her card. Be sure to keep anything in writing, like emails or texts.”

      Annie nodded, but her deep vulnerability came rushing to the surface. She’d lose the fight, and then where would they all be? “This week isn’t so bad, I’m almost done with the work in progress. I need one more hot scene to wrap it up. I had some ideas but didn’t get them down on the computer before you knocked.”

      Jude said nothing for a beat, and when Annie glanced up at him, she saw his frown become a smile. “Since I caused you to lose your train of thought, Annie, why don’t I stay and see if I can help bring them back.”

      “Really?” She couldn’t breathe after that word left her lips. Could it be true?

      He nodded and set his glass on the table. “Tell me the story and let me see if I can add anything.”

      “Well, Amy and George are competing art dealers who sometimes let their physical attraction override their professional roles. They were thinking about joining their businesses together while they joined their, uh, parts together.” Annie blushed. She could certainly picture Jude as George. “A security guard catches them at the exhibit, but instead of turning them in, he gets into the act.”

      Jude smile grew smoky like his eyes. “That is pretty hot. What’s the problem?”

      She shrugged and sipped her wine. “I guess I’m out of ideas on new ways for them to get it on. And I’ve never had sex with two guys at once. I don’t have time to, er, research.”

      “Research?” He chuckled. “Well, let’s think about this. They have had sex a couple times in unusual places, and the guard joins them at the exhibit, another unusual place. Are they committed to including the guard from now on?”

      Good question. Annie considered it. “No, not really. I think he is just a one time adventure.”

      “If he tells on them, they’ll have to end him.”

      “What?” Annie laughed. “That’s not my story. No, he probably gets transferred to another city.”

      “So why don’t Amy and George warp up their adventures in an ordinary bedroom. It can start in a living room, like this.”

      “I don’t know. Is that sexy enough?”

      Without a word, he moved to the coffee table, he pulled her in front of him and pulled the snap on her jeans open. He watched her eyes, the question there told her she could stop him if she wanted to.

      “You tell me when you need to stop and write things down.” Her zipper pulled down made a loud noise in the almost silent apartment.

      Annie panicked, trying to remember which bra and undies she had put on to visit her mom. Not the ratty cotton set, please! She’d done laundry yesterday, she had lots of nice sets to use. Glancing down, she saw a flash of yellow and relaxed. She loved her satin yellow set with the black lace roses along the top of the cups.

      Jude was staring at her navel while slipping a finger inside her panties. He found wetness and smiled at her. “Nice. I love a girl who’s ready to go.”

      If only you knew, she thought, remembering her dreams about him. She moaned as he pulled down her jeans and underwear in one good yank. Then his hands pulled her forward from her hips, his tongue plunged in where his finger had been.

      Annie twined her fingers in his hair, glad he wore it longer than most men. She only let go to yank off her top and bra, giving Jude access to her nipples. He took full advantage of it, rolling each one between his fingers until it stood up stiff and needy.

      “Where’s your bedroom?” He stood up as he said this, scooping her into his arms. His voice rasped against her ears, lusting for more.

      Indicating the correct door, she leaned into him and ran her tongue along his ear, down his neck, and nipped at his shoulder. He growled something she couldn’t hear but kept moving in the right direction.

      In the bedroom, he stopped to kiss her. She'd often written about a kiss deepening, but what really happened, she observed with one part of her brain, is that the heat and arousal deepened until she sizzled in every part of her body. Her arms went around his neck so she could hang on for dear life. That intoxicating scent, his hair falling in his face and into hers, too, and the rub of his worn t-shirt against her skin had her gasping for breath.

      With a small groan, Jude pulled Annie closer and continued the kiss. Wow, if I could write the way he makes me feel! A cherished work of art, a tasty morsel, even a rare flower raced through her mind’s eye.

      Jude placed her on the bed as he took off his own shirt, pausing to tweak his own nipples. She ran her tongue around her lips, wanting to taste him there, with a list of other, interesting places to follow. He growled again and didn’t bother with any fancy moves before the delightful weight of his body covered hers. His lips glanced over her breasts, the beginning of the trail his kisses created down her body. Ice and fire zapped her nerves along with the anticipation of his destination.

      “Jude!” She squirmed as he parted her thighs and grasped the sides of her last surviving garment. “Hurry!”

      “No way, sweet thing.” Her panties slid down her legs, leaving her exposed to his eyes. “I want to savor you as long as I can.”

      Annie smiled, knowing she could step up the pace once she got her hands on his erection. She hadn’t gotten a good look at him, but what she had seen made her shiver.

      Then her mind went blank as Jude pushed her legs farther apart and introduced his mouth to her molten center. She cried out and once more laced her fingers into his hair. He’d have a bald spot if he tried to stop. He licked and hummed while holding on to her hips. The vibration of his humming was a new experience for her. She thought he said, “Mmm mmm mmm.”

      His tongue left her clit and plunged into her vagina, lapping up the flow of moisture there. Annie rocked against him, moaning as sensations flooded her brain. When he returned to her little bud, she wished he could be in both places at the same time.

      Did he read her mind? A large finger slipped inside her, curved toward her navel and hitting the best spot ever. She wasn’t going to make this last for her. At the top of the cliff that usually took her longer to reach, Annie cried out and clenched and writhed. Jude, bless him, didn’t stop any of his ministrations. He kept licking and thrusting his finger inside her until she had to pull him away by his hair.

      “Wow.” The room stopped spinning and she gasped for breath.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Her handsome partner moved to kneel between her legs. “Do you have condoms? I have some back at my place.”

      “Sure,” she said, reaching for the nightstand. “They might be a bit old. I don’t usually have sleep-overs.”

      Jude pulled a packet out and read the date. “Oh dear.”

      She looked at his penis, bobbing hopefully in front of her. Her hand grasped it and rubbed the delightful precum around the tip.

      “Annie, let’s be smart and not use these. Next time I’ll be prepared.”

      “You sure there will be a next time?” She increased her rhythm, making sure to tease the sensitive spot just under the tip.

      “Yes,” he gasped. “There certainly will be. But you’d better stop that or you’ll drive me crazy.”

      Annie shook her head. “You deserve exactly what you gave me.” She sat up and pushed him back on his heels. Pausing to study the beautiful object in her grasp, she knew she would look forward to the time he could plunge that inside her. For now, she licked her lips and took it into her mouth.

      “God!” Jude placed his hands gently on her scalp, not directing her movements, but seeming to need to hold himself in place.

      His cock throbbed against her tongue, a delightful beat that told her the moves were pleasing to him. She sucked gently, licked at the top of each stroke, and placed her hand around the base. Squeezing in time to her strokes, Annie lost herself in the scents and tastes, the textures and sounds, until Jude cried out and pulled her away. He shot his load onto her breasts while she finished stroking to the last drop. Then he pulled her to him and kissed her. Better than wine, she decided, the intoxicating flavor of his mouth and her own juices, like a cocktail of sweet and salty splashed with fresh mint.

      His sticky come glued them together and she laughed at the webbing created there. No other experience had been so erotic. Annie sighed, then chuckled as they pulled apart. Strings of white snapped soundlessly.

      “Hey, how about a shower?” Annie gestured to her bathroom.

      “Perfect.” Jude looked at Annie, getting off the bed and leading her in that direction.

      The water took a minute to heat, so Annie started kissing Jude while he returned the same. She loved seeing him in the full mirror over the sink, loved the way his butt clenched and his back muscles rippled when he stroked her arm. She tasted his neck, his shoulders, his nipples, drawing gasps from him. Being so much shorter than he was, she had fewer targets than Jude did. He placed gentle teeth on her ear, on her breasts, and drew her sounds of delight out.

      In the shower, they soaped each other and nearly ran through the hot water as they slid soapy fingers over wet skin. Annie couldn’t believe she was ready to go again.

      But she had to get her writing done. Reluctantly, as they toweled off, she said, “I need to get back to work. I hope I can stay awake long enough to write what we did.”

      Jude’s grin was delightfully sexy and alluring. “Really? You’re going to put that in your book?”

      She drew her brows together. “Unless you object. Our fun has inspired me to get back to writing.”

      “Go ahead and use it. I think it’s great that I inspired you.” He gestured with his towel as if wondering what to do with it.

      Annie hung up both towels and went back to the bedroom. She picked up his soft gray t-shirt and pulled it on. His spice and leather scent clung to the fabric. “Mind if I keep this?”

      “Sure. I have others.’ He pulled on his jeans and located his shoes and socks. Then he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. This kiss started gently, with a promise of more meetings to come. But soon they were groping and pressing their hips together. Jude groaned as he pulled away. “You’re amazing. I could get used to having you so close at hand.”

      “My thoughts, exactly. Now go or I will have to find a new job.” Annie walked him to the door, watched him walk down the hallway to his own door, and open it. He looked back at her, winked, and slipped inside.

      Annie shut and locked her door, feeling both invigorated and drained. She smiled at Skinny, asleep on her laptop. The cat didn’t budge as she slid the computer out from under him and sat down to work.

      Hours later, as she emailed her manuscript to the editor, she considered knocking on Jude’s door and thanking him for the inspiration. Expecting he had to go to his own work early in the morning, she went to her own bed of rumpled sheets and sweet dreams of the promised next time.
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        * * *

      

      Jude paced his office at Rumpled Sheets Publishing, knowing he had a plane to catch but feeling pulled to see Annie Miller again. Last night had cemented his belief that she was the woman he had been looking for all his life. Beautiful, funny, talented, and hot in bed.

      He picked up his cell phone from his desk, thinking he would call her, then froze. He hadn’t asked for her number last night. He’d gotten it from her file, but using it would give away too much that he wasn’t ready to reveal to her yet.

      Instead, he made a call to a friend of his and made a date for the following Thursday night. Waiting to see Annie until then would be his punishment for not making plans to stay in touch during the week.
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        * * *

      

      The expectation of another visit from Jude kept Annie smiling the next day. She worked on her next book, emailed the synopsis and outline to her boss, cleaned the apartment, and spent time playing with Skinny. She called her mom instead of visiting. She even went shopping and purchased fresh condoms. And flavored lube.

      The evening became night and no handsome neighbor came to talk to her. Well, she didn’t know anything about Jude’s life. Maybe he had a prior engagement. Annie decided to stay optimistic and stick to her writing.

      Two days later, she was slugging away at the story, not enjoying the writing, and not at all happy with Jude. He’s said there would be a next time, yet he basically ignored her for three days.

      The good news was, her editor liked the book she submitted and paid her a bonus for meeting the deadline. He hadn’t mentioned that in his first email, but she wasn’t going to complain.

      Also good was the fact Mr. Martinko had gone to California for a book fair and wouldn’t be back in New York until Thursday next. He sent her one email reminding her of the deadline for the next submission, then seemed to forget her existence.

      By Wednesday, Annie decided Jude had not been as interested as he seemed and dismissed him from her thoughts. At least, she tried to do that. Luckily, she was getting into her characters, Amy and George, competing art dealers who sometimes let their physical attraction override their professional roles.

      To her surprise, she had almost 50,000 words by Thursday but needed 6,000 more by midnight. She had to visit her mom, had to buy more cat food for Skinny, and had to buy something to cheer her up after a Jude-less week. No way she could meet the deadline this week.

      That black cloud followed her around as she took care of her chores and errands. She was returning to her apartment to put things away when she ran into Jude in the elevator. Again. She tried to pretend she didn’t know him.

      “Annie! I was on my way to see you.” He tried to hug her around her grocery bags but she shrugged him off. “Uh-oh. I am so sorry I didn’t tell you I was going to be out of town for a week. I should have gotten your phone number.”

      She took a deep breath and huffed angrily. But his delightful scent, more citrus today, curled around her brain and leached away the anger. “Yes, well, I should have given it to you. I missed you.”

      This time she let him hug her. “Sweet thing, I am sorrier than I can tell you. I missed you, too. I wish we could have at least send texts during the week.” He pulled out his iPhone and said, “What is it?”

      Before she could tell him, her phone rang. The Westminster chimes sounded loud in the metal box of the elevator. Annie handed Jude her bags and got her phone out of her purse. The assisted living home’s number came up on caller ID. “Hello?” Her heart beat so fast she could hardly make out the words the caller said. “Yes, this is Annie Miller. She what? When? Okay, thanks. I’ll look for her.” She slid her thumb across the screen and stared at Jude, her eyes starting to fill.

      “What?” His voice, low and full of concern, reached her.

      “My mom disappeared from the home an hour ago. The nurse thinks she’s looking for me. I was supposed to visit but the crazy schedule I’m on has made that difficult. I have to go look for her.”

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened on her floor. Jude transferred the bags to one arm and guided her out to the hallway. “Let’s put your things away then I’ll help you look.”

      She squared her shoulders and led the way to her door. Inside, they sorted through everything that needed to be refrigerated or put in the freezer efficiently, although Jude raised an eyebrow at the half gallon of chocolate chip ice cream.

      Annie smirked. “That was going to be dinner.”

      He shook his head and stowed it in the freezer, then looked around. “Done. Where is the best place to start looking?”

      “If she’s looking for me, she probably went to our old house in Queens, on 177th Street.”

      They were out the door as Jude asked, “How would she get there? It’s a long walk.”

      “She got on a bus last time. Eventually, the nice driver took her to the house and skipped the fare.”

      “We’d better take my car.” He pushed the button for the garage under the apartment building.

      In the parking garage, Annie tried to get over the fact that Jude had a car, let alone could afford to park it in the building’s garage. Then she saw the vehicle.

      “You drive a Tesla,” she said as he unlocked the doors and opened hers.

      “Model S.” He waited as she slipped into the passenger seat, shut the door, then went around to the driver’s side. He unplugged the vehicle before getting behind the wheel. “Much cheaper than gasoline in the long run. Now, where are we headed?”

      He had removed his phone and typed the address into the GPS app. Soon a cheery voice was instructing them to get on Grand Central Parkway heading north-east. Annie pulled out her own phone, but no more calls had come in from the home. She whispered a short prayer that her mother would be fine. The confused woman had disappeared a few times, always ending up at the old house and asking for Annie’s father.

      Jude turned toward her briefly, the traffic demanding much of his attention. But he slipped his arm across the center console and took her hand. “When did you move out of Queens?”

      “I left maybe 8 years ago, to start writing and basically being a grown-up. Dad took care of Mom as she started to become forgetful and confused, but then he had a stroke.” Annie tried to be thankful for what she had instead of thinking about what she had lost. “They went to the assisted living home together, but a year later he had another stroke and it took him. Mom did okay while he was there, but without him, she’s been lost.”

      He nodded and squeezed her hand. “I assume the house had to be sold to cover medical bills?”

      “Yes, and quickly. I think we could have gotten a bit more for it but I didn’t have time to negotiate.”

      They talked about living in Queens, what had changed and what hadn’t, and the commute if one lived there. Before she knew it, the car slipped off of Merrick Blvd onto Baisley Blvd, and unerringly finding the house on 177th Street.

      Annie jumped out of the car as soon as it stopped and ran up the walk. The front door opened; it seemed the current resident, Mr. Castillo, had been watching for her. His smile put her fears to rest and nearly had her in tears. Jude came up the stairs a beat behind her.

      “She’s fine, Annie. Your mother and I have been having tea and cookies and talking about how the house is looking.” The kind man hugged her then looked at Jude.

      Not taking time for social niceties, Annie rushed inside and knelt by the chair where her mother did sit and sip a cup of tea. Vaguely she heard the men exchange names and shake hands, but she only had eyes for the missing woman now found.

      “There you are, Annie! I was looking for your father, but Mr. Castillo said he’s not here right now. We’ve had such a fun afternoon. But maybe we should be going.”

      Annie helped her mother to stand, took the china teacup from her hands, and hugged her. “Mom, you need to stay at the home. Everyone worries when you go off without telling us.”

      “I will try, honey, but there are times your father won’t answer me. I know he hears me.”

      Thank goodness Mrs. Miller had on a nice pair of capris and a light blouse, but she wore pink fuzzy slippers and a pink chenille robe over that. They said their goodbyes to their host and went back to the car. Annie guessed her mom just assumed Jude was someone her daughter dated. Wouldn’t she be surprised!

      Her mom stayed lucid and happy, which helped make the drive back to the city calm and quick. Once they had Mrs. Miller turned over to the staff, Annie went about paying the accumulated bills and important gratuities. She enjoyed having enough funds to cover it all. But the money to the staff hurt, just the same.

      Not long after that, Annie and Jude stepped out of the elevator onto their floor again. She hoped he would come in, even if they did nothing but talk or watch a movie. Her nerves jittered like she had consumed too much coffee. But someone waited at her door.

      Jude took her elbow and hurried her along the corridor. “Kade, sorry to keep you waiting. This is Annie.”

      The tall young man reached forward to shake her hand. “Hello, Annie. I am pleased to meet you. I’m guessing Jude didn’t tell you that I would be visiting.”

      “No, he didn’t but we have been occupied. Won’t you come in?” Confused about Jude’s intentions, let alone his friend’s, Annie showed them into her apartment’s living room. She paused on her way to the kitchen. “May I get you something to drink?”

      Kade offered a bottle of wine that had been in his hand. Jude took it and asked, “Do you want me to open it for you?”

      “Yes, that would be nice.”

      Kade, taller than Jude by several inches, buff as a Muscle Milk model, sat on her couch. Skinny sniffed and sneezed, then exited the room.

      In the kitchen, Annie turned to ask Jude some serious questions but found herself pulled close and being kissed without mercy.

      “Are you mad at me, sweet thing?” He whispered into her ear when he came up for breath.

      “I might be. You make me crazy. What’s going on here?” She pushed against his arms and looked at him.

      His gray eyes flashed with warmth and a touch of something she couldn’t figure out. “I have been thinking about the book you were writing last week. And you said you didn’t know if you would like having two men at the same time.” He shrugged. “Kade is a good friend, he won’t expect this to be a regular thing, and you’ll get a chance to explore some options. I, uh, still need your phone number.”

      Relief flooded her, making her sway against him. “Let’s take care of that right now.” She pulled her phone out and opened the contacts file.

      Jude gave her his number, then she sent him a text so they had a complete connection. As she put her phone away, something came back to her thoughts.

      She has a book to finish and not a lot of time. But to have two men at the same time --- Oh, God. What was this man doing to her? “I should be writing.” Her weak excuse sounded hollow in her own ears.

      Jude turned to open the wine, pulled three glasses from her cupboard — when had he gotten to know her kitchen so well? — and nodded back toward the living room. “Just relax, Annie. We’ll show you a good time if you want us to.”

      What do I want? Annie shivered as she walked back toward her couch. Kade smiled at her and stood up while she spent a moment studying his streaky blond hair and dark brown eyes. Muscle bulged at his neck, his arms, and his thighs. She felt a tremble begin in her core. Two at once! She’d only ever written about that. Before Jude, she couldn’t get a single man interested in her, let alone two.

      Meanwhile, Jude poured out the wine and handed the ruby liquid around. “A toast, my friends. To new adventures!”

      Annie thought her cheeks turned the same shade of red as the wine, but she downed her serving quickly. Her head spun and she sat heavily on the couch. Jude sat next to her and pulled her into his arms for a kiss. His talent in the area distracted her from her confusion. Even though the taste of the wine, she picked up his mint and spice flavors. Her hands wandered around his face and shoulders while he began unbuttoning the white shirt she wore.

      As Jude began to nuzzle her neck, cupping her breasts through her plain cotton bra, another set of wicked lips nuzzled the back of her neck and shoulder. Large hands came around from behind to squeeze her tits until the nipples hardened to tiny stones.

      Jude took her legs onto his lap so he could remove her sneakers one by one. He licked her instep as he reached up to unbutton her denim shorts. Annie moaned. Jude’s touch seemed intense while Kade certainly knew how to make a girl relax. His gentle circles around her shoulders and back muscles were heaven.

      Somehow, Jude pulled her into a reclining position and knelt between her legs. She glanced at him and found a disappointing inequality in their clothing.

      “I want you naked,” she said, pulling at the polo shirt he wore. Then turning to look over her shoulder, she smiled. “Both of you.”

      Little more than that seemed to be needed for the men to shuck out of their clothes and return to pleasuring her. Jude moved up her legs and kissed her dripping center, following that with slurping noises. Kade moved back behind her, giving her a firm cushion to lean on with one hard surface that inched toward her ass. No way was that going to happen without lube.

      They seemed to be reading her mind. Both men donned condoms and Kade removed lube from his clothes on the floor. He pushed her forward and slid the cold gel down between her cheeks. His finger slipped in, pleasure flowed around the spot, and Annie moaned. Jude supported her from the front, ready to take her once Kade had gotten settled.

      She did her best to stay relaxed, but for her first time doing anal, she believed she needed a little more stretching first. And lots more lube. Kade brought his hand to her ass. He moved slowly, gently, adding a finger when the time called for that until he had three digits up inside her.

      Annie felt wonderful. She pushed back against Kade’s hand, waiting for him to get the idea. He chucked.

      “You’re an eager learner, Miss Annie.” He reapplied the lube to her butt and his penis then slipped in slowly.

      Before she could scream in either pleasure or pain, Jude entered her from the front. The glorious pleasure increased as the men set up a rhythm designed to provide maximum bliss without pain. Annie stretched, rocked, cried out, and came much sooner than she had ever before. Her head fell back on Kade’s chest, while she caught her breath.

      Neither man had climaxed yet and Annie didn’t think she could take much more. In seconds, that thought slid away as once more her ecstasy began to climb. Jude smiled at her as if he knew what she was thinking, and let his hands worship her breasts. She couldn’t see Kade but his grunts told her how lost in the moment he’d gotten. He leaned forward to lick and nibble at her neck.

      Annie rocked again, forward on Jude as Kade retreated, back on Kade when Jude retreated. At that moment, she understood that she controlled the action and the pace. Squeezing her vagina then her ass brought groans from the men in turn.

      Kade gripped her hips tightly, pounding her from behind without regard for the rhythm. He shouted and went still, then pushed in as far as he could go. Knowing she had brought him to climax shot sizzling sensations from her cunt to her nipples, as Jude kissed her deeply.

      His turn came soon after, hissing out a cry and pounding into her channel at high speed. His movements dislodged Kade’s softening penis. The feeling of her anus being emptied while her vagina was filled crashed over Annie and brought her to a second shuddering climax. Jude withdrew and lounged back on the couch while looking at her. Was that love in his eyes? She knew so little about him but she hoped to learn more.

      Slick with sweat, the three of them moved to the shower without the need to organize the maneuver. Annie loved the communication unspoken between them. Kade showered first while Jude kissed Annie and brushed out her hair. Then Jude showered and Kade kissed her and almost worked her up for another round of love play.

      Finally, she stepped under the water while both men rubbed soap around her tingling body. The perfect end to a glorious evening.

      As she saw them out the door, Jude drew her close and kissed her again. His lips firm and sweet against hers.

      “I’m going to be out of town again next week. But I will be back on Thursday.” He pushed her hair off of her forehead. “I almost need the time to recover. You are a hot woman, Annie.”

      “Thank you for telling me where you’ll be so I won’t worry too much. Unless you aren’t back in a week.”

      “That’s my girl. Now, get back to your writing.” One last kiss, then he pulled the door shut behind him.

      Writing? Oh, shit! Annie looked at the clock in dismay. The hour of 9 had just struck, so she could no doubt write for a couple more hours. And a synopsis of the next book for approval. But she felt too tired and mellow to write.

      With no choice, she put on a pot of coffee and sat down with her laptop. Skinny showed up and washed himself while she made life work for Amy and George.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A week passed but Annie loved getting the occasional texts from Jude, sweet messages and sexy pictures. She did the same in return, waiting impatiently for the next time they could be together. She enjoyed having Kade with them but rather wanted some time with Jude alone.

      She’d managed to finish the book and once more her boss gave her a bonus she hadn’t looked for. Annie started calling other assisted living centers. She had enough money to move her mom and maybe get better care for her as well.

      Another benefit of the bonuses came in little cans for Skinny. She got him a better brand of food and saw in a short time that he was filling out to be a svelte cat. Good thing he was fixed or he’d be yowling to go out every night.

      She put a special ringtone in for Jude’s texts, and every time she heard the sound of a kiss, she knew he has sent her a message. They talked about his hating to travel and about the plot of her work in progress.

      Those conversations along with her elevated state of happiness had gotten her writing into high gear. She nearly had everything done on Passion With Pacing, a story about an actress who had fallen hard for the director of the film she starred in. Maddy Lewis, the star, finally confessed to Rory McLoud that she wanted him, anyway she could have him. After weeks of fantasies, they make love in Maddy’s dressing room.

      Rory surprised Maddy and Annie by confessing he was married. He wanted them to have sex again with his wife in on the act. Annie shook her head, wondering if that would work. She had sent the synopsis with a different ending, so she updated it and resent it. As she hit send, for the first time, she shivered with something like a premonition. Whenever she sent her book synopses in, she had a similar experience in real life. Ever since she met Jude, that is.

      Thursday morning, Annie got a text from Jude saying he was on his way back to her. She tingled just reading his words of anticipation and desire. How could she have gotten so lucky? All thoughts of the coincidences between her writing and his shenanigans fell to the back of her brain.

      Time zipped by and she had put that thought aside until she heard the knock on the door that she was waiting for. She opened it to find Jude, handsome as ever, smiling at her. He carried another rose and another bottle of wine. And behind him peeked a slender woman with platinum hair.

      “Before you say anything,” Jude said, “I want you to meet my ex-wife, Carol. She’s a huge fan of your work. When she found out I knew you, she persuaded me to let you meet her.”

      “Oh.” Annie felt stupid and flattered at the same time. She remembered that he’d mentioned an ex when they first met. Somehow she’d convinced herself the ex was long out of the picture. Not a gorgeous model-like woman standing in her living room. “Hi.”

      Carol smiled and gushed and took Annie’s hand in a warm, firm grip. “I can’t believe I’m actually meeting you. I can’t get enough of your books, and now there’s been two released in the last weeks. How do you get the words written?”

      “My boss is going to fire me if I don’t, and have me implicated in a fraud case against the company.” Annie extricated her hand and shrugged. “I support my mom and my cat, so I have to keep working.”

      The woman laughed as if Annie had told a joke. Jude cleared his throat and ushered the women inside the apartment. He took Annie’s hand and pulled her into the kitchen, once more getting the wine glasses out and the opener.

      “Jude. What’s going on? Why do you keep pulling these surprises on me?” Annie leaned against the counter, fighting tears. All her hopes for the evening flew out the window.

      He poured the wine and looked up. “Annie. I promise you that we will have lots of time together, just me and you. Very soon. But Carol really is a fan. And I needed to make her happy because I can’t pay her alimony this week.”

      Uh-oh. “That’s tough. Are you in trouble financially?” Because the last thing Annie needed at this time was money problems.

      Jude laughed. “Not really, just a liquidity problem. It will resolve soon. So, let’s go sit and drink and talk about your books.” He handed her one glass and picked up the other two.

      Head in a whirl, Annie returned to the couch and smiled politely at Carol. “So, how long were you two married?”

      Carol sighed. “About three years, wasn’t it, Jude? We’ve been separated more than that, now.”

      “Ah, the good old days,” Jude said, lifting his glass in a toasting gesture. “We were young and foolish.”

      “Mm, but the sex was good.” Carol looked over at Annie. “Have you had sex with him yet? He’s one of the best.”

      Mid-swallow, Annie choked and coughed. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Jude rubbed her back. “It’s fine, sweet one. She won’t mind that we had sex.”

      “I might wish for an invitation but no, I don’t exactly mind.”

      Shivers invaded Annie at the look Carol gave her. Had Jude brought her along for a threesome of his liking? She turned to him, but before she could say a word, they were kissing, his hands doing lovely things to her back and her breasts. His flavor, wine with a hint of spice, flooded her senses as she held on to him. She could slip away into the sensations and never find her way home again.

      Annie had planned for the evening, wearing a flirty sundress and no underwear. As Jude’s hands roamed up her leg, his discovery turned into a growl of possession. He wasted no time in fingering her damp cleft, spreading her readiness around. She sighed and pressed into his hand.

      Hands came from behind her, pulling down the straps of her dress, slipping inside the cups of her thin bra. Annie managed to open the front closure, freeing her aching nipples. A brief shimmy lowered the dress even more until she stood — when had she stood up? — naked between Jude and Carol.

      “Are you ready for this, Annie?” Jude’s voice in her ear increased the shivers while Carol’s hands pinched and pulled Annie’s nipples.

      “Do say yes, lovely Annie,” Carol pleaded. “You are so creamy and soft.” The hands at her breasts separated and one moved lower, pushing Jude’s hand out of the way.

      Being transfixed between them, Annie couldn’t say yes or no. She could only feel the amazing touches and nips and licks. With a sigh, she nodded, open to a new experience in more ways than one.

      Carol took Annie’s shoulders and turned her around. Then she laid back on the couch, pulling her on top of her. Annie’s knees were between Carol’s legs, an odd sensation she had never known could feel so exciting.

      Behind her, Jude opened a condom packet and lined his cock up to Annie’s vagina. She felt him nudging around until her wetness spread and welcomed him inside her.

      Cushioned on Carol’s large breasts, Annie’s eyes widened when Jude’s thrusts rocked her back and forth on the other woman. Carol lifted her head and claimed Annie’s lips. Slick, sweet, wine and fruit, the sensation and taste had her head spinning. She moaned as the sensations grew crazy intense. She pushed back against Jude, focused now on his throbbing penis that cleft her core and drove her mad with longing. That this could go on forever, that this would soon be done, giving her the climax she needed.

      “Jude! Now, hard, don’t stop!”

      The man behind her did exactly as she asked, pounding into her until she screamed his name. Then she cried out again as he sent his orgasm deep into her. Annie closed her eyes and laid her head on Carol’s shoulder.

      As if from a distance far away, Annie heard another condom being opened. How could Jude be hard again? He’d withdrawn while still hard, she realized, in spite of having shot his load. She felt him thrusting against her back, but he was not inside her.

      Carol began to gasp and moan, to cry out as Jude fucked her while Annie laid on top. As if a ghost was making love to her, Annie felt the thrusts, felt herself grow warm and tense. She found Carol’s nipples and twisted them until the woman screamed.

      Jude cursed and shook, his second orgasm as powerful as the first. He laid against Annie, pushing her into Carol. His penis touched Annie’s clit, slightly, as he exited his ex.

      Okay for them, Annie thought, but now she was in need of more. She didn’t care who took care of her, or how, she needed to come again. “Jude, Carol!”

      “Sorry, sweet one.” Jude stood up and pulled Annie off the couch. Carol chuckled and stood up, too.

      “You’re wonderful,” Carol breathed. “I have something to share with you.”

      Besides your ex-husband? Annie thought but didn’t say.

      Carol reached into a large handbag, Coach from the looks of it. She removed a thick, long vibrator and smiled at Annie. “Sit back down and let us give you our thanks.”

      Annie looked at Jude, who grinned and kissed her cheek. “Go ahead, we’ll be very thorough.”

      If she hadn’t been in such a state of arousal, she told herself, she never would have done it. But she sat back on the couch. Jude put her feet up on the coffee table while Carol knelt between them. With a buzz, the vibrator began to move in a pattern, a long buzz then two short.

      Carol pressed a finger into Annie’s dripping vagina, sighing. “You are ready, aren’t you. Now relax and enjoy this.”

      The vibrator pushed into her channel as Annie closed her eyes and let the sensation take over. While she got used to the rhythm, a new element caught her attention. Someone was licking her clit, tongue going in the same rhythm as the vibrator. “Oh, God!” She couldn’t take much of that incredible touch. Soon, she was rocketing over the moon, screaming and clenching around the device.

      Annie blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      She woke up to sunlight streaming into her apartment and Skinny standing on her chest, a worried look on his face. The clock on her phone claimed it was 7 am. The quiet in the room told her she was alone.

      Carefully, she worked her way into a sitting position, to find a note on the millstone table. Annie had to rub her eyes before she could focus on the handwriting. Then she saw there were actually two notes there.

      “Annie, do let’s hook up again. So much fun tonight. Carol.”

      “My sweet one, wish I could stay but have to work early in the morning. See you tonight, if you wish. Jude.”

      What did she wish? Annie put the note down and went to her kitchen. Coffee seemed her only goal. When she had a steaming cup in her hands, she returned to the couch and read the note again. The word “work” jumped out at her. Shit!

      She’d been too tired to finish her book for the week! She was going to be fired and blackballed and ruined. Just when things were looking so well for her.

      Firing up the laptop, Annie Googled her publisher. Her pay stubs only had a post office box. She needed a physical location.

      An hour later, showered and dressed and ready to storm the castle, Annie stepped out of a taxi in front of a rather rundown brick office building, maybe 10 storeys up. In the lobby, she entered the elevator and pushed the button for Rumpled Sheets Publishing on the 5th floor.

      She opened the office door to find herself in a reception area. A woman who looked a lot like someone’s grandmother greeted her. “Welcome to Rumpled Sheets. How may I help you?”

      “I’m Annie Miller. I’d like to see Mr. Martinko.”

      The grandmother’s smile slipped a bit. “Do you have an appointment, Ms. Miller?”

      “No, but this won’t take long. I need a minute of his time.” Annie looked at the only door leading from the reception area. “Is he in there? I can see myself in.”

      “I believe he’s on a conference call --”

      Annie ignored the receptionist's words and barged in. Sure enough, a man in an expensive suit stood with his back to her, talking on the phone. She shut the door so that a slight click sounded. She could wait until he finished.

      At the sound, the man turned around. Annie stared as her legs wobbled under her. Jude?

      “Something has come up. Let me call you back. Great numbers, by the way. Keep up the good work.” Jude set the phone handset down and smiled at her. “Come in! Have a seat.” He pointed to a leather sofa on one side of the room.

      Annie couldn’t get a handle on her churning emotions. The bastard! He set her up so he could walk into her life and have sex with her! Pain in her hand pulled her attention. She’d clenched her fists so hard her fingernails had cut into her palms.

      Was she mad he didn’t tell her? Or that he had implemented the crazy schedule in the first place? Being taken advantage of was not earning Jude any positive marks. She looked at the top of the desk, searching for a possible weapon.

      The sofa looked too friendly so she sat in one of the chairs that faced his massive desk.

      Jude sat across from her and steepled his fingers. “I’m sure you have some questions.”

      She did. The first one that popped out made her sound crazy. She certainly had been crazy to let this man into her life. Annie faced a bleak future alone, now less endurable because she knew what she was missing. “Why me?”

      He nodded as if he expected that one. “I’ve read every one of your books. You are truly talented. But after a while, there seemed to be a sameness to the sex scenes. I wondered if I could introduce you to some other experiences.” She opened her mouth but he went on. “At the same time, your writing spoke to me about the wonderful, creative person that you are. I had a compulsion to get to know you.”

      “We had sex, but we didn’t really get to know each other.” Annie crossed her arms over her breasts, annoyed at the way they were tightening from his voice.

      “I took advantage of you, yes. I knew more about you than you did about me. And I truly think you are one of the most beautiful women I have ever met.”

      “Oh.” Her throat thrummed with her heartbeat. Her anger stepped back a bit at the thought he might not be dumping her. She might not sleep alone tonight. Then it pushed forward again. “But you were going to ruin me! You set an unreasonable submission schedule and sapped my energy into the bargain. You’re not a nice person, Jude Martinko!”

      He stood and walked to her side, sitting in the other chair facing the desk. “I know. I couldn’t think of another way to get you to write more and to let me help you. Do you despise me?”

      The green eyes gazing at her conveying an earnest need to gain her forgiveness. He appeared so vulnerable, so completely in her power.

      “Yes. I do because you crossed that line between boss and employee. The fact I didn’t know who you were makes it even more sordid. I could sue you and I would walk away with this company.”

      The room grew quiet as they looked at each other, He is still so handsome. So delectable. He reached inside his dark gray, well-tailored suit jacket and withdrew a card. “This is a really good lawyer that I know. She’ll see that you get justice.”

      “What?” Annie took the card but didn’t look at it. “How can you want me to sue you?”

      Jude looked out of the floor to ceiling windows across from his desk. “I’m not doing good at this. I care too much for my authors, I spend too much on publicity, and I travel to the strangest places to meet readers. Might as well let it go now. The money has never been an issue, but the finesse of making a go of this imprint was my top concern.”

      “That changed.” She guessed as she slipped the card into her pocket.

      “It did.” His gaze came back to her, surrender plain in his eyes. “Not only are you smart, creative, and a great writer, you don’t waste your earnings. You support your mother in her old age. You donate money to the Children’s Library. Your heart is focused on the important things in life.”

      “I don’t think I’ll sue you. I have too much writing to do.” As she spoke, she knew she truly did not want to destroy Rumpled Sheets. She would be happy with a simple victory between them where they both acknowledged her triumph. “However, you do need to be punished.”

      Jude smiled slowly, then shot to his feet and went to the door. Annie frowned. Had she gone too far? But then told the receptionist to put the phone on the answering service and take the rest of the day off. He locked the door and turned back to her, showing signs of a growing excitement at her threat.

      “Tell me what to do, mistress.”

      Annie stood, wishing she had worn sexier lingerie and a nicer outfit. Her jeans and business-like white button down shirt did not scream Dominatrix. But they would improvise. “Do you have a whip or paddle here? And handcuffs?”

      “Doesn’t every office?” Smiling widely, Jude walked to the desk and unlocked a deep drawer. From there he removed a long-handled item with a paddle on one end and a cluster of feathers at the other. He added a pair of handcuffs with a short chain between them and a long chain that held an anal plug.

      “Perfect. Now, take off your clothes.” She watched as Jude striped out of his coat, vest, and reached for his tie. “Give that to me,” she instructed. Once he did so, he hurried to finish the task. When he stood naked before her, she smiled at his half-hard cock.

      Annie walked to his side and used the silk tie as a blindfold. She picked up the paddle and led him to the couch. Jude was so much taller than she was that the usual spanking position might be an issue. But she sat down and guided him over her legs. His erection bobbed against her thigh.

      “Ready?” she whispered.

      He nodded. She used the feathered end of the device first, playing it over his ass cheeks and thighs, between the firm globes slightly, and up his back. As quickly as she could, she reversed the paddle and struck him firmly. He clenched and jerked but did not cry out. “I think you deserve 20 spanks. But because you have been so willing to take your punishment, I am only giving you 10. Does that meet with your approval?”

      “Whatever mistress wishes,” he said, his voice rough with desire.

      Three quick smacks rained down and Annie found she was becoming very aroused herself. She used the feathers once more, in the same way, and turned to the paddle again for three more whacks, harder than before.

      Jude gasped, his buttocks turning very red. But he sported a full erection now, and Annie grew impatient to use it. The last three whacks were the hardest she could deliver. Her victim groaned as the last one fell.

      “Stand up,” she commanded.

      Shaking slightly, Jude got to his feet. Annie removed the blindfold and picked up the handcuffs. After putting those on him behind his back, she looked in the drawer and found the lube. And a huge supply of condoms. She returned to apply the lube to his asshole and the plug. She had him lean over enough so that she could insert the plug. The item slipped in easily as if it knew the warm place it had entered.

      Annie walked in front of him and took his cock in her hands. His hardness exceeded anything she had experienced before. She took a moment to pull off her jeans and panties, shoes and socks, then leaned back on his desk. Her hands urged him closer, between her thighs. She rolled on a condom. Without the use of his hands or arms, Jude seemed clumsy, but with her help, he entered her and rammed all the way in.

      “Yes,” she gasped as the sensations flew around her body. “Do not come until I tell you to.”

      “Mistress is harsh with her slave,” he growled, working to please her none the less. Not only did Jude move in and out, he also angled up an down, making contact with her clit and her g-spot as he did.

      She built up to her climax, felt his penis twitching in her channel, but wasn’t ready to end this yet. “Stop. Hold perfectly still.”

      An anguished sound came from Jude. He leaned forward, resting his head on her shoulder, and bit at her neck. “Please, mistress. Let me come. I have to, I can’t wait any longer.”

      Annie shook her head. “Do you want more punishment? I assure you I won’t let you off so easily next time.”

      “No, mistress, sorry, mistress.”

      When he held still for a minute, Annie allowed him to move again, but her own sensations grew quickly this time. “Ahh! Yes! Oh God, yes. Come now.”

      He thrust into her as hard as he could without arms for balance. Annie saw sparkling lights as she reached her climax, squeezing against the hard cock inside her. Jude thrust again and cried out, his own orgasm coming fast and strong.

      Then he slipped to the floor and pulled out of her. Luckily he rolled to his side and didn’t break any bones. Annie got up and removed the plug and the handcuffs then helped him to his feet.

      Jude pulled her close and kissed her, smiling brightly. “I knew you were my perfect match. Say you’ll always be my playmate.”

      Taking a deep breath, she shook her head. “How can we do this? You’re my boss, I work for you. People will talk.”

      But he shook his head. “I’m the publisher. We’ll hire an editor you can work with to be your real boss. One who better not show up at your place looking for hot sex.”

      Annie had to laugh. She put her hand on his cheek and gazed deep into his eyes. “I want more, you know. I want to be with you simply to have lunch or dinner. Maybe chill and watch movies, maybe go to a baseball game. I want to love you and be loved in return, beyond the physical. Do you think you can do that?”

      He placed his own hand on her cheek, mirroring her. “I want that, too. Can you love a fool like I have been? I have so much to tell you about my life. I want to learn so much about you and your life.”

      Annie’s heart beat hard at a quick tempo. Was this how a princess in a fairy tale felt when the prince turned out to be handsome, rich, and ready to fall in love with her? How could she resist? “Yes, I think I can love you if you love me.”

      Jude pulled her into his arms, filling her world with heat, protection, and gentleness. Annie had few remaining thoughts as his kisses claimed her heart and her soul.
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      So, you really wanna know how I met Sven Huldersson for the first time?

      Well, I didn't. I met his eiderdown.

      Every single feather of it.

      But let's start at the beginning.

      When I entered the onslaught of happy-colors of Compton's public library, the day had already promised to be the second worst one of my life, so far. It was only topped by the day Dad died, and only because the day my mom died was so long ago, that I can't remember it.

      Anyway, a bad day. I had lost my paying job, because I had, once again, helped out my family. It had been hard work at the dry-cleaners, but it had also been good money. Better then running un-paid errands. But more of that, later.

      Mrs. Matthews was already busy on the phone behind the front desk, helping the UPS guy find the address for his book delivery. When she saw me, she waved, allowing me to use the spare computer again. The public one looked still broken.

      I thanked her with a smiley nod and pushed through the tiny door into the circular front desk, avoiding a large stack of boxes waiting to be unpacked. When I dropped my backpack beside the second workstation, she pushed her newspaper over to me, pointing at one article in particular, while explaining to the guy on the phone that the entrance was on the north side.

      "Leon Elmhard nominated for his first Emmy." My favorite writer. He deserved this. One of his best books had been adapted into a TV series.

      I smiled at Mrs. Matthews, doing my imitation of a homeopathic happy dance, while avoiding to play dominoes with the boxes. Mrs. Matthews pushed a large pair of scissors over to me, her permission to keep the clipping, and I decided to gift her with some homemade Italian Grisini for my writing time tomorrow.

      My phone dinged and a  message appeared on the display. 'Call me, it's urgent.' No. I had no credit left on my phone and it was writing time. My step-mom would have to wait.

      It was time to re-focus on my precious one hour of alone work. The USB with my writing files had, as always, slipped deep down towards the bottom of my backpack.

      I should have looked for a new job, one that actually helped pay my writing courses to become a scriptwriter, rather than indulging in immediate writing-time. But I had promised myself to write an hour a day, be it by hand or on the computer at the library until I could afford my own laptop.

      My writing was best in the morning. I could look for a new job in the afternoon.

      My phone dinged again. Whatever it was, I wouldn't let myself be distracted. I flipped it over to avoid the temptation of peeking at the message.

      I opened my word doc and the web browser. Today, I had planned to plot the next episode of my TV crime series. Every episode was fairytale-themed.

      I fired up Wikipedia and typed in 'Grimms' Fairy Tale'', the best starting point, since the German brothers had written down so many orally passed on tales from ancient times. I scrolled through the title list to take a look at their premises. Hmm... number 24 sounded good. 'Mother Hulda' the story about the woman who made it snow on earth by shaking her beds.

      Something to take my mind off my personal real-life-soap: 'living and loathing in sunny LA'.

      I fell in love with the hard-working stepchild that was transported into another world. She was what father wold have wanted me to be when he remarried: selfless and faithful to my new family. On her way through this new world, the girl accomplished three selfless deeds. Then she met Mother Hulda, and assisted her in shaking the beds, so it snowed on earth. Maybe I would be as richly rewarded as her, if I kept on working hard.

      I stared at the browser window, wondering where to begin with my story structure, when my phone started to ring 'It's Raining Men'. Shoot! I wanted to concentrate, not run another errand for my family. The phone chimed on and earned me one of those chilling stares across Mrs. Matthews' glasses.

      Stella my step-mom-zilla would probably only let go if I picked it up.

      "Yes?"

      "Hey!" Tara chimed.

      I should have looked at the display. She would have understood if I had sent her to mailbox.

      "...We're having a Sex-and-the-City-marathon tonight after the workout. Wanna come?"

      I tried to hunker behind my computer and blend into the soft whisper of Mrs. Matthews explaining to a stubborn patron why she was unable to sell the library's books.

      "Sorry, I have stuff to do today." Why was I lying to my BFF?

      "Aw, but we'll have pizza." Tara pleaded. "We'll let your shift at the dry-cleaners count as a workout, okay?"

      I swallowed. "I don't work at the dry-cleaners anymore."

      "What? Carly! What happened?"

      It was time to fess up. "I had to run another errand for Jen and Stella. You know, Stella has this important client, who was supposed to call Jen, and Jen forgot her phone at home..."

      The family business. Stella owned a luxury cleaning business, which she wanted to expand into a Personal  Assistant agency. My step-sister Jen, the-top-model-c-list-celeb was supposed to acquire clients for her with her beauty.

      "And...?"

      I shrunk even more behind my half of the desk. Now that I had to tell her, it sounded not so heroic as in the moment I came to Jen's rescue. "I fetched it from home and brought it to Pinkie's Beauty Place..."

      "You took an hour-long train ride from Compton to East Los Angeles, to bring your brainless step-sis her phone?!"

      When she said it, it his sounded really stupid. "Yes..."

      "...and you lost your job for it? Because you were late again."

      "Yes..." Really stupid. I was the most punctual person. So long as if I didn't have stuff to do for the family business... But they needed help. I was keeping my promise, I was there for them.

      "Carly, we had a deal! You promised you'd get your own job, one that pays, instead of this take-advantage-of-the-step-sis-family-business, and we would cover for you vanishing into the library an hour a day."

      "Yes..." Tara. She was the only person in the world who was allowed to talk to me like this.

      "Fuck. I'll go and get ice cream and chocolate. We need to make plans tonight, how to get you back on track, Baby."

      I could have hugged her.

      "Thank you..." I whispered, swallowing a tear. She was the best.

      "Then it's a date. You, me, the tag team on my mom's computer. I promise you will have a new job by Monday."

      That was what I loved about Tara. When a problem came up, she didn't wallow. She put glitter on it and then set to work to solve it.

      "Thank you!"

      "De nada."

      I set my phone to vibration. Where was I? Mother Hulda. Snow.

      My phone vibrated as if it wanted to make a sound check.

      I was glad that I had muted it, or the Darth Vader theme Tara had so thoughtfully installed would have sounded through the library.

      "Stella?"

      "Carly, where in God's name are you?"

      At the library, indulging in my secret dreams. None of her business. "Had to bring Jen her phone, and lost my job because I was late again."

      "Good. Jen needs her phone today. This is really important. I need you to help me out today," she thrilled, as if I hadn't done that already.  I sighed. Step-mom-zilla at her best.

      "...I need you to go to a client's house right now. I'm stuck in traffic and this is really time-sensitive."

      "Stella, I can't-"

      "Honey, you just told me you lost your job. I am really sorry for you, but that solves a family problem. You are needed here. We need you to go to our new client's house for a status report. The place must be sparkling by tonight."

      'He' must be an A-list celeb then.

      'We', was Stella and her in-home-cleaning-aspiring-to be-a-PA-business. 'We', was also all that was left of my family. The family Dad had picked to give me a home when he discovered he had terminal prostate cancer. My you-can-chose-your-friends-but-not-your-family.

      "....Got that? Write it down. Hul-der-sson, you know, like the Swedish name, Sven."

      Who didn't know the sexiest weatherman alive? Every female and some of the male news-watchers in the US has had at least one fantasy starring the blond hunk of a man.

      "...lives at 4711 May Boulevard."

      I typed the address into google. Mar Vista. Exclusive, but non-gated community. Forty minutes from here.

      I sighed inwardly. Another hour to get there by train.

      " He told me he needs it done by tonight. I need you to go to his apartment and give me a status report of what needs to be done at his house to have it sparkling for tonight. I'll then send a crew over for the dirty work. Jennifer will meet him later, for the face-to-face. He may be actually our first PA client!" Stella sounded like she'd taken too many happy pills. Always the case when she smelled money.

      So Jen would play the host, and I was good for the errands, as always. The ugly duckling was good enough for those I-need-you-to's, taking away from my writing time. Then Jen would rush in, looking pristine with her I-can-even-sell-you-shit-smile, and make the client so dizzy with her sex appeal that he forgets to close his wallet.

      But Stella was family even if she was just the step-mom-zilla. The one I had promised Dad to honor and respect. His legacy. So I helped them, as always. Like Dad would have done too.

      I sighed. "Okay. What do you mean by status report?"

      "Look, Carly, this is my chance to get my foot in the door of a real Hollywood home. He called because he has a cleaning emergency and needs some errands to be run before tonight. Seems he's nominated for an Emmy."

      "And you can't go because...?"

      I started to decorate the address with a flowery pattern.

      "Carly, I'm trying. But LA traffic is hell, today. It took me an hour to get to Long Beach. It'd take me another three hours to get to his place. You'll get there faster by train, than me in my car."

      How I had hoped she would admit that I was better at doing things than she was. The flowers merged into something swirly.

      "...Carly, we need your help. I need someone reliable to take a look. This day is already sh-...oot. Half of the staff has fallen victim to this stomach virus and the other half is busy covering for them. Even Nancy is on her way to Pacific Palisades with supplies for the girls at Mr. Mason's home."

      The secretary had been roped in. This must be ugly. The swirls became edgy.

      "...There is no-one left I can ask."

      Besides Jen, obviously. But Jen doesn't get asked. She volunteers. Almost never. I crossed my doodles out.

      "...You're family, I know I can trust you with this."

      All-right. I closed the notepad. For Dad, for the family. I had two hours to spare, before hanging with Tara and the gang. Especially since I was unable to concentrate on my writing today.

      "Okay."

      "Good girl." Stella hung up.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I hopped out of the blue line in Bundy and drank from a big bottle of water while walking to Mar Vista. Over ninety degrees in LA.

      This was an in-and-out mission. Status report to Stella, then back to the library if there was enough time. Tonight, BFF time with pizza and a 'Sex and the City’ marathon. Well, actually in Tatiana's, Tara's twin's bedroom. She owned the TV, her sister the DVD player, and their cousin Anisha dated the pizza delivery boy.

      By the time I walked up May Boulevard, my inappropriate sport clothes from Walmart were drenched. I had originally donned them because they conducted the sweat away from the body and were practical while being cooked alive at my old dry-cleaners job.

      This neighborhood felt like another world.

      4711 May Boulevard was impressive for a non-gated community. The fitting way to get there would have been by parking the Lotus in the underground garage of the modern steel, wood, and glass building overlooking the ocean. Unfortunately, I didn't even have a bike.

      Yeah, well, a weatherman deserved a good view of the sea in LA. I walked up the steps and tucked the water into my scrawny backpack.

      The bell chimed 'weather with you' as I calculated the time to get back to Sepulveda station.

      My mind kept on playing the tune long after the bell had stopped.

      I rang again.

      My mind completed another refrain.

      I walked around the house, but it seemed no one was home.

      My phone reminded me that I had no credit left, again. Shoot.

      How was I supposed to call Stella for my status report without a land line? And what happened to Mr. Huldersson's emergency?

      Hopefully, the neighbors were home and would let me use their phone.

      The neighbor's door opened the second before I touched the bell.

      "Are you Mrs. Monroe?" A tiny white-haired lady in a colorful caftan blinked up to me.

      "Yeah, no, actually, I'm the uh, daughter..."

      "Thank you for taking the pains to come over. I hurried the minute I saw you arriving from my living room, but I'm not as quick as I used to be." Her cane vibrated under her feathery weight as she squinted at me through her thick magnifying glasses like an owl. "Even better. Sven needs someone young to whip him into shape. That girl of his, Santa Fox or something, she is not good for him." She looked back at me as if she suddenly remembered my presence.

      "So, Mrs.-"

      "I'm Sophie Wellington. Call me Serenity, like all my friends."

      "Mrs, W-" That stare could insta-freeze even the hottest weatherman. "Uh, Serenity, could I please use your phone? I need to call Stell-... Mrs. Monroe to tell her Mr. Huldersson is not at home."

      Serenity threw up her hands, almost losing her balance. "Of course he isn't. That's why we need you!" She rummaged through a pocket of her wide garment and produced a key attached to a large piece of driftwood. "Why don't you pop over and see what you can do? Get things organized and the outfit for tonight. Sven will be home around six. A good supper, you know how they starve people on those flights, and help him get ready."

      What? "I'm sorry, but there must be a misunderstanding!"

      Serenity looked up at me, her lips a firm line. "Mrs. Monroe assured me she would take care of everything."

      "I... yes, of course." Smile, Carly, smile.

      This was a very hands-on status report. But I could do this. For the family.

      I would just skip going back to the library and stay another hour.

      How hard could it be to iron a tux and cook dinner?
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Huldersson's door seemed to be stuck. I had to brace all my weight against it to open it against the drag. When the door gave way, I coughed and sneezed for quite a while, plucking down feathers off my mouth. Shouldn't have inhaled while stepping in.

      It must have snowed inside the weatherman's house.

      Everything was covered in white, making the chaos underneath the layer of down seem almost romantic.

      What had the hell happened here? Burglars?

      I stepped over a broken lamp and walked from the entrance right into a vast, sunlit living space looking as if it just had survived a snowstorm.

      Take care of everything. This was more than everything.

      The modern kitchen area had red splashes across the snow, that smelled suspiciously like ketchup and other sauces spilling from the fridge. I would have to do a little grocery shopping before dinner.

      The floor in the designer seating area crunched loudly under my shoes from a broken vase. A beautiful watercolor painting with the view from his living room was torn and hung askew in its frame atop a murdered seat cushion.

      Piles of books and DVDs were shoved off a large bookshelf. I squatted down and picked up a pile of films. Documentaries, such as The Crypt's Oscar-Winning Rockumentary, another about Glaciers in the Swiss Alps, Artisans in Italy, biopics about Jim Morrison, Johnny Cash and Michael Jackson, and among other good films, my favorite series: Jurisdiction by my favorite Author, Leon Elmhard.

      Seemed we had the same taste, Mr.Weatherman and I. I placed the DVD cases back on the shelf.

      What the hell had happened here? Looked like someone had searched thoroughly for bugs. This didn't look like the usual drug-or-money-raid in my neighborhood. All the windows were intact, the door had been locked properly, no signs of burglary.

      In the dining area, a few silver frames lay on the floor. I picked them up and put them back on the ledge. The first one showed an old woman standing in front of a brick building with a sign 'Taberna Solare'. She had the same serenity in her smile as Sven's neighbor. Her frame was intact.

      The next one showed Mr. Handsome in front of a cloud backdrop holding a sign saying, 'I predicted the first snowstorm in California.' And someone else holding a sign into the picture that said, 'We call him Mother Hulda'.

      Seemed like today's fairytale was following me. But a Snowmaker in Los Angeles?

      The glass of his picture was broken, so I opened the frame and gently pulled the shards out, and put them into a nearby bin.

      Close to the base of the opposite wall lay a picture that looked as if it had been shot. I picked it up, turned it around and pulled out the picture. A scratched shot of Sven Huldersson holding an attractive woman with long, black hair in his arms. She looked vaguely familiar. Fox..., something. Oh, was this Samantha Fox, the news-anchor? The one with the Rock and Roll lifestyle rumors?

      The tactless burglars had ruined his pic with his girlfriend. Or...

      I pivoted and surveyed the battlefield. No matter what had happened, this was an emergency. The perfect opening for a house-keeping-service-slash-PA-agency like Stella's. We had to do an excellent job.

      I needed a land-line to call Stella. She had to know what was going on and I needed help here.

      I scanned the vast living area. Nothing looked remotely like the phone we had in our kitchen at home. You know, one of those old-fashioned cord telephones, where you could spend hours talking and ended up all tied up because you continued doing your chores.

      I walked up the light-filled staircase past a few scratched black and white photographs of different types of clouds. A long, sky-lit corridor, more feathery snow, more broken pics. All black and white; most of the pictures needing their glasses replaced. Sven Huldersson as a kid, skiing in the snow beside a model-beautiful woman with the same deep blue eyes. Wasn't his Mom this excellent ski-jumping champion? Arabella Huldersson?

      In the next pic, Sven sat on a stone wall besides the tower of Pisa, then on the Marcus Plaza in Rome, on a bridge in Venice... he had been to Italy!

      My heart squeezed as I tried not to think of Dad, and how he would have liked to show me his homeland.

      I swallowed and stepped into a bedroom. Spacious, feathery and light-filled, a few silvery kitchen knives spilled across the dead hives of Mr. Huldersson's eiderdown. Who knew that a few comforters could wreak so much havoc?

      The large walk-in closet looked even worse. Someone had used shaving foam and toothpaste to mark all of his fine clothes. Smeared suits everywhere, and a crumpled red woman's dress in a pool of dandruff shampoo, guessing from the bottle on the floor. No tux to iron left.

      The adjacent bathroom with the hot tub overlooking the sea smelled of spilled mouthwash mixed with aftershave. The only thing that once hung on the wall was a now broken electric razor. The mirror yelled 'Asshole!' in red lip-sticky letters.

      This was not a breakup, this was revenge of the dirty kind. What did he do to deserve this? Or was this another one of Mrs. Fox's drug trips that hadn't made it into the press yet?

      Whatever it was, I still needed a phone to talk to Stella.

      I poked my head into the devastated study and guest bedroom. No phone in sight. Darn it.

      Back downstairs, I sat on the first step. Iron a tux and cook dinner. This was not a walk in the park, this was Armageddon.

      I would need time for grocery shopping, a way to find new clothes for Mr. Huldersson and his date for tonight, time to cook and clean the house. The house-cleaning was a task that would take me more than a day by itself. I was ready to go the whole nine yards, but with the time constriction, Time to be creative to get all of this done before six.

      I needed good advice where to get new clothes, a delivery service for groceries and a phone to call my personal TAG team. Time to ask my fairy godmother, Serenity, for a little advice.
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        * * *

      

      Five hours later, and reassure by Serenity that this was once again a situation of 'the boy being mistreated by that crazy woman', I was busy kneading dough in Mr. Huldersson's now clean kitchen. I indulged in a sip of delicious coffee, the only luxury I had allowed myself to survive a day that hadn't entailed any kind of break. The brew tasted heavenly. I had carefully cleaned and re-filled his Italian coffee maker with fresh java beans.

      Upstairs a faint clatter indicated my TAG team was finishing their work.

      I sighed and rolled my shoulders. What a luxury to pass the noodle dough through a shiny new pasta maker. What a wonderful place to work. The entire living-space was bathed in the soft yellow to rose to orange hues of the sun sinking atop the sea. If I hadn't known that Mr. Huldersson and his girlfriend already had a date tonight, I would have lit the wonderful outdoor fireplace for them. I had distributed a few candles around the table outside to give the terrace a warm glow.

      Soft steps sounded on the stairs. "Ugh, we're done." Tara, Tatiana, and Anisha appeared laden with cleaning supplies around the corner just as the doorbell rang.

      Anisha accepted the delivery from Cloudy Downings and vanished upstairs to make the beds, while I served the other two coffee to revive them.

      Tara sat at the kitchen counter stirring her coffee and looked at me. "You are so lucky to have us, you know."

      "Uh-huh, you 're the best!" I wrapped my floury arms around her, smearing her dark skin with patches of white and gave her a big kiss on the cheek. "I owe the three of you! Anisha's idea to borrow the dress and tux from her fellow fashion students was genius!"

      Tara smiled.

      "You sounded really desperate."

      Didn't even remotely describe it. "I was. None of Stella's contacts worked. Seems every stylist in the city is already busy, including Sven Huldersson's own. You girls saved my ass in more than one way. I owe you!"

      "Big time. Think you got this?" She gestured vaguely at the house.

      I let go and returned to my dough. "Yes. Almost done with the three good deeds today."

      "Three good deeds?"

      "Yes." I smiled. "Do you know the fairytale about Mother Hulda? Before the maid gets to work for the Snow-maker himself, she is supposed to do three good deeds. Seems we've done that by cleaning, clothing, and cooking. I hope Stella will get the job here."

      Tara nodded. "Me too. At least we did our best to work a miracle for Mrs.-Stuck-in-traffic."

      Yup. I sighed. Almost done. Then I could finally go home.

      Tatiana's hand grabbed mine. "You're a saint. You know, helping your family even though they don't help you?"

      "Uh..." I shook my head. "They're family. That's what you do for them." A subject we would always disagree about. "You guys are saints too: You came here to save me, and swapped workout for work, out here."

      We shared a smile. We shared a friendship.

      Anisha came down the stairs. "The Night In The Clouds is prepared. I even dusted the condoms." She grinned.

      Tara and Tatiana rose from their stools while I cleared their mugs away. "See you later for the DVD marathon?" Tara said, "Think Stella will have to offer you a proper job after all this, don't you think?"

      I smiled. "Sure, let me get cleaned up first, then I'll be over." Not so sure about that job, but I was about hanging with the girls tonight.

      We crowded in our usual group-hug. "Thanks, babes!" I whispered into our embrace. Then my TAG-team disappeared into the setting sun.

      I strolled into his living room, back to the expensive record player and leafed through his albums. Thirty Seconds to Mars, Adele, The Crypt... Coldplay, perfect.

      The notes filled the bluish living room while the twenty candles on the terrace and the twenty candles around the living space glowed golden.

      Back in the kitchen, I switched on the light underneath the cupboards, set a large pot of water on Huldersson's induction stove, and stirred the homemade Alfredo sauce to keep it from curdling. Humming with the music, I rolled out the dough and wound the first bits of dough through the machine, then hung them on a dish rack I had re-purposed as noodle-dryer.

      "Honey, what's for dinner?" A deep voice chuckled from the entrance.

      Darn it! I wasn't ready. I was-... dirty, covered in flour and sweaty. Shit-shit-shit!

      The only thing I could change now  was my horrified expression into my most welcoming smile. "Good evening Mr. Huldersson. I'm from Monroe's in-home-services."
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        * * *

      

      Oh, If I had only known what disastrous effect it would have to meet Sven Huldersson in person. Or that it would even end up in some kind of date. That night, I was electrified and mortified, all at the same time.

      He had to be a normal human, we had the same taste. The only difference between us was, he could already afford it.

      He had all my favorite films, listened to the same music, had traveled my dad's home country, had a love for good food... well, at least he had the perfect kitchen for me to cook some of dad's favorite recipes.

      All this, our matching tastes, could have been a lucky coincidence. But the man himself...

      The truth is, in flesh, he was even hotter than he appeared in the news. Tall, blond, muscular, and Nordic, short hair, and piercing blue eyes. Oozing sexiness where I was sweaty, disheveled and covered in flour.

      Mr. Mouth-watering stepped from the hallway's shadow into the golden halo of the kitchen light and stretched out his hand while I hastily wiped my dirty one on a towel.

      "Welcome..." Stupid! We were in his house.

      A gorgeous smile spread across his face. "Welcome to my house, Miss...?"

      "Carly Monroe, Mrs. Monroe's stepdaughter."

      "Welcome, Carly. Call me Sven. You did a miracle here. The massacre in the snow is gone." He chuckled, his gaze roaming the kitchen and adjacent living area.

      Oh, God, I felt the heat rise on my skin. "Yeah, well, that's what you hired us for. Monroe in-home cleaning and PA services." I spiced my retort with a large grin.

      He nodded. "Listen, would you mind if I quickly popped upstairs for a shower? The intercontinental flight from Italy was hell..."

      How did he know what his house looked like?

      "Why, yes, of course." The awkward staring would stop and I would be able to finish cooking dinner undisturbed.

      "Be back in ten minutes."

      "Take your time." I would need another fifteen minutes with the noodles, he was early.
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        * * *

      

      Exactly twelve minutes later, bare feet appeared at the base of the stairs; just as I was on my way to the dining area with the sauce. Sven looked even more striking in his faded blue jeans and a white tee that said 'call me Mother Huldersson'.

      "Carly, you worked a miracle up-"

      "Mr.- ...Sven, when will your girlfriend-"

      We both stopped in our tracks to avoid bumping into each other, holding our breaths because we had spoken at the same time.

      "Sorry." I blushed again.

      He took a step to the side so I could pass. "You first."

      "Thank you." I hurried past him and placed the sauce dish on the table.

      "You worked a miracle up there, you know? Serenity had been on the brink of hysteria when she called me back. I had asked her to pop over to air my tux. But this, you did a brilliant job, thank you. And the clothes! I could only contact my fashion stylist at noon, and she said finding new clothes would be impossible at such a short notice."

      More heat crept from my sticky cleavage into my face. "Yeah, well, they might not be your usual brand," this was far better, at least in my opinion, "but I hope your girlfriend likes the dress I picked for her."

      "Well... she won't be here tonight. We've split..." Was that a faint blush creeping across his skin?

      Sven pulled a chair and sat, one leg loosely crossed over the other.

      "I'm sorry to hear that."  I needed to get away from him before I embarrassed myself even more.Poor guy would have to eat alone. "Let me boil the noodles and serve the salad, and then I'll be out of your hair."

      Pivoting on my heels to run back to the kitchen area, I was stopped by a large, warm hand loosely circling my wrist.

      I turned back to look into two intense eyes. "Carly, wait..." He swallowed. "This will probably come out the wrong way, but I have to ask you something."

      What now?

      "Would you please eat with me tonight?"

      What? No! Why should I eat with him? I needed a shower and to go home, I had plans.

      "No, I can't. I'm sorry." I really was. A part of me wanted to get to know more about this man with my taste. But this was probably not a good idea. I tried to free my arm from his gentle but firm grip. "Look at me, I look like I had fought with a cloud of flour!" I tried to lighten the rejection with a smile.  "I need to go home and clean up..."

      Sven looked in the direction of the stairs. "Yeah. Maybe. Or you could take a shower here."

      "This is so nice, but look at me. My clothes..."

      Sven held my hand in his and my gaze with his gorgeous blues eyes. "Look, it's been a crazy day for me. I don't know what you think has happened here. It sure looks like my house has been robbed. I know that it sounds crazy, but my ex just found out that I took a detour on my way back from a trip to Dubai and she went ballistic with jealousy. This is how Samantha Fox splits with a man."

      So a detour. Uh-huh.

      "Yes." He nodded. "I needed to see someone who is as close to me as my own mother was. But Samantha never bothered to ask about those who were near to me." He looked up at me, his face serious.

      "Who did you go to see?"

      "Mariella, the woman who taught me to cook is going to die..."

      The sadness in his voice broke my heart.

      "...I know that this is a crazy story, but I would really love some company right now." Sven looked down at his folded leg, the tips of his blond undercut veiling his face as if it could hide the moisture in his eyes. "And... you look as if you could use something to eat..."

      Right. I was starving.

      He let go of my hand and looked up into my face, taking a deep breath. "So here comes my proposal: go take a shower. Then wear the dress you bought for tonight, so at least someone wears it, and eat with me. I promise to answer every question you might have during dinner. Please, Carly, do this for a man who can't bear to be left alone with his own thoughts two hours before having to smile at people at a gala night."

      His puppy eyes pullet my heartstrings. But I couldn't wear his ex-girlfriend's clothes, could I?

      "And then? How will you eventually deal with it? I can not distract you for the rest of your life."

      "Doesn't sound like the worst alternative." He smiled. "No.Tonight. When I'm done wearing a smile for the press. Then I will find a way to deal with it."

      This sadness, layered behind his smile.

      I should leave. Now.

      And miss the opportunity to get to know this person. Ask every question. About the beautiful woman in the snow.  His mother? About Italy. And why he had never really used his kitchen if knew how to cook.

      I couldn't eat with him like this, I was disgustingly dirty. And I couldn't wear Samantha Fox's dress.

      I should leave this beautiful place.

      I wanted to stay.

      Was it really her dress? No. It was quasi-rented. And it had my size.

      "Carly," Sven pressed my hand encouragingly and then let go, "please don't leave me alone now."

      I nodded. I couldn't leave. "Okay."

      To hide my blush, I turned around and walked up the stairs, feeling silly and out of place. What was I doing here? Helping a lonely man, or indulging into the fantasy of getting to know the most interesting person I had ever met?
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I felt more human again. The luxury rainforest shower in the guest bathroom had done wonders to my tired, sweaty body. I felt a bit like a princess in a magical red dress. I had even dared to sharpen the broken eyeliner and used the tip of my pinkie to scratch a bit of red lipstick out of the almost empty tube, admiring the cleaning job the TAG team had done with the smeared mirror. I didn't know what I had done to deserve this, but I felt richly rewarded.

      I slipped into the perfectly fitting heels.Then rolled my sweaty clothes into a ball, and stuffed them with my shoes into my backpack. Better write a message to the TAGs that I wouldn't make it to the pajama party after all.

      Shoot, still no credit. I stuffed it back into my pack. Maybe Sven would let me use his phone.

      I walked down the dark stairs into the golden halo of the kitchen area, where I almost bumped into my host.

      "Sorry!" I sidestepped to my left, Sven to his right, almost pushing a dish with steaming noodles into my cleavage.

      "Sorry." He froze and stared at me. "You look amazing!"

      He had donned a black tux and an apron.

      And he carried my cooked noodles.

      "You finished cooking dinner?" What a stupid question. I blushed again.

      Sven laughed and walked around me into the dining area. "Why yes. I've been looking forward to the day I would have time to eat fresh pasta in my new home." He said over his shoulder. "Come, Carly, your dinner is ready."

      I dropped my backpack at the entrance and followed Sven into the golden darkness of the dining area lit by twenty candles.

      This was too good to be true. Too perfect. Was I even allowed to enjoy this? Well, I was on a mission. I needed to find out what kind of person he was, and the best way to do that was now. But I was also still quite nervous. If I so much as stained the expensive dress, Anisha would kill me!

      "For god's sake, Carly, relax!" Sven pulled a chair and gestured for me to sit. Then he started to open the bottle of  Dolcetto. "Look, this morning I woke to find out I was single again, with a freshly vandalized house." His smile turned warm. "...I prayed that Monroe Home Services would be able to at least get it clean enough so I could take a shower before running to the mall and improvise for new clothes."

      "So there was some kind of misunderstanding between you and Miss Fox?"

      Shoot! How tactless. But now it was out.

      "Yes. Well, not so much a misunderstanding but rather lack of interest in my life and my past. I have told her about my detour on my way back. She just seemed to have forgotten."

      He poured himself the first swag, checked for cork then handed the glass to me, offering me the first taste. The perfect gentleman.

      "...She thought I was having an affair, and didn't bother to ask me where I had been last weekend. Samantha flipped out and used her key to wreak havoc here. I had misjudged her. Her being extremely jealous sounded like a compliment to me. But now I know she doesn't trust me."

      "I'm sorry." Guilty or not guilty? What exactly happened on his detour?

      "So what did you actually do?" The wine tasted awesome.

      "I went to Monteriggioni, to visit Mariella one last time." He poured himself a glass. "She's my cooking mentor. My surrogate mother, after I lost Mom..."

      Like my dad had. A new family.

      I needed another sip of Dolcetto.

      "Mariella taught me how to make good pasta. She owns the ‘Taberna Solare' where I worked. She's old and sick now. In Hospital. Her son runs the Taberna. I wanted to see her one last time. If Samantha would have listened to my stories about Europe, she would have known who Mariella was."

      So this was the old lady in the picture in the hallway. How could you date a guy and not ask who these interesting people in his pictures are?

      I wanted to know more about these people. About his mom. But that was a better subject for the second glass of wine, especially after a day like this.

      Sven got rid of the apron, and hung the tux jacket over the back of his designer chair before he sat opposite me and started to serve me my noodles. "My plans for dinner had consisted of a burger in the limo. This exceeds all my expectations and I am very grateful. So allow me to show my gratitude."

      I felt as if somebody had covered me in gold, not in compliments.

      I served him sauce and salad. "Thank you. Enjoy the meal."

      Sven dug in, his eyes shining as he rolled the pasta around his fork. "Hmmm... it's been quite a while since I've had freshly made Bavette. Never came to using my pasta roller. Where did you learn to cook?"

      Yes. Loved those too. The dish reminded me of... "My dad. He used to cook with me. He owned a restaurant." I needed another sip of wine.

      "Ow, that explains the perfect creamy dressing. Where is it? Might go there for a bite one day."

      I picked at my salad as if that could help with the sudden pain. "It's long closed. My dad has died seven years ago."

      "I'm sorry." A warm hand covered mine. Blue, comforting eyes gazed sympathetically at me. "My mom died six years ago. She was a ski professional. Unexpected avalanche."

      "I'm sorry too." We even shared the same pain, Sven and I.

      "I still miss her. Actually, that was why I decided I needed to leave America for a while."

      "Where did you go?" I needed to eat a bit, to balance the wine n an empty stomach.

      "Europe. First, I wanted to see the Alps for Mom."

      I swallowed. "So have you been skiing?"

      Sven combed his hand through his blond undercut and smiled.

      "No.The wound was too fresh. I went south earned my keep in restaurants. That's where I started to work for Mariella. She understood my pain and gave me a new purpose, distracted me from the inner snowstorm until I could face it again."

      "So how did you get to LA then? Sounds like you were happy there."

      "Yes. My old life caught up and reminded me that things like these can't last forever." He stared at the rose and violet hues of the sunset. "When I received the invite to the casting for Weather Now, it was Mariella who encouraged me to go back to my life and the dream I had when I studied meteorology. She knew that I would hate myself if I didn't go, and promised me I could come back if it didn't work out." He looked into my face and sighed. "You know, Mariella was right. I had worked so hard for this. This was the opportunity to get the job I had wanted since I was a teen."

      I had to smile. Weatherman? "Is that even a dream job? Not astronaut, or Superhero?"

      Sven smiled. "Sure. If you can predict the snow, so that your Mom can always find the best places to go for her skiing competitions."

      Right. That was why I had wanted to be a cook as a child.

      "...I figured, working for TV would let me travel on for a bit. Discovered it's not that glamorous. No live weather report from the Sahara, if you know what I mean."

      We shared a smile, and I suppressed the urge to touch his hand. Stupid Dolcetto.

      "So, uh, you do have, as they say, a feeling for snow?"

      Sven smiled and wiped his mouth with his napkin. "You may have heard the weird story of no-one in LA being able to smell snow."

      "Smell snow?"

      Sven laughed. "You're born an raised here, right?"

      "Yes?"

      He leaned back in his chair, a warm glow in his eyes, enhanced by the golden candlelight. "Snow is in the air before you can even see it." He swiveled his deeply red Dolcetto in his glass. "It has a special smell."

      I stuck my nose in my wine glass and tried to look as if I knew what he was talking about.

      "...For those who have ever been in the snow it's easy, but for the southern Californians I was a weather god, as I smelled the first snow in LA since 1959."

      Yes, I remembered the headlines now. That was when he got his nickname.

      "So you are, in fact, a superhero."

      We shared a smile and then the silence.

      It's very rare to find people with whom silence is not uncomfortable. This one was wonderful.

      This light on our dinner turned golden when the rosy light changed to velvet blue, leaving only the candles to illuminate our food. For once, the salad dressing had worked out as creamy as I had always had wanted to have it. The sweetness of the cream with the tannins of the wine...

      "And you, Carly, what do you dream of, when you don't clean people's homes?"

      "Oh, actually..." I didn't, at least not for a living, but that wasn't the point. "I write scripts. One day I want to earn enough money that I can work from places around the world. Then I will write one scene in Italy."

      Sven dipped some bread into the rest of his salad dressing. "So why waste time cleaning?"

      -working, but yeah. "I need money for college and a laptop." It was out before I could even think about it.

      Sven nodded. "I see. So who is your favorite Author?"

      He seemed to really enjoy my sauce, wiping the rest of it with a piece of bread from his plate. A drip nearly missed his white shirt, that stretched across his defined abs.

      "Leon Elmhard. He has a way to create characters, even with his distant point of view..."

      Sven smiled. "Did you watch his series adaptation?"

      "Jurisdiction? Yes! Love what Tim Paige did with Rick Rivers."

      We launched into a lengthy conversation about our favorite Authors, Film, Music, and I told him how much I loved his record collection, wrapped in the blue of the dawn and the blue of Coldplay's Ghost Stores.

      Music, food, and words.

      The perfect night.

      "Carly, can I ask you something?"

      I nodded, unable to answer and swallowed.

      "This might sound a bit rushed, considering what has all happened today, but I really enjoy your company."

      Huh?

      "So I need to ask you this, or I will hate myself for not even trying. Carly, would you like to come to the Awards with me tonight?"

      I nearly choked, should have eaten a smaller amount of Bavette. I tried to gulp them down with another sip of Dolcetto.

      "Thank you, but I have plans..."

      I couldn't go to a gala wearing his ex's dress! Well, I already wore it...

      "Carly," He grabbed my hand, looking into my eyes. "I know that this is usually not how you do this, but this is the best date I ever had. I don't want it to end so soon."

      "No, I-"

      He pressed my hand. "Look, I understand how you feel. I also get that this is not how you might have envisioned your evening. But you could also jump the opportunity. This is your chance to try the Emmys for size until you are nominated for your own one. I could even introduce you to Leon."

      I choked. "Leon Elmhard?"

      "Yes. He doesn't go out very often, but I met him once or twice. I could introduce the two of you."

      My heart started to race.

      A date with Mr. Perfect and meeting my hero, all at once!

      I swallowed. I wanted it so much, but was is wise?

      No. But it would make for a perfect night in the clouds.
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        * * *

      

      See, we are in the middle of a perfect date. And I was so deep in it, that I even didn't believe that it was true, or could have a future for that matter.

      But was this actually a date, or a one-night stand?

      Whatever it was, it included a drive in an exclusive limo through the glittery night around Los Angeles. It also included me, sitting beside Sven with jittery knees. I was gonna meet Leon Elmhard himself!

      "It's gonna be all right." He pressed my hand. "Thank you for being here."

      I wasn't so sure if it was going to be all right, but I nodded anyway.

      Stella would be devastated if she knew that I was dating a client. And Jen would be furious that I hadn't taken her. I was more than richly rewarded for helping.

      "Come." Sven held out his warm and comforting hand, after having climbed out first, an anchor in the sea of flashing cameras.

      I was slightly encouraged by the Dolcetto.

      What had I gotten myself into? A date. I had never really dated before. Sure, I wasn't a virgin anymore, but that didn't mean I was dating.

      "Mister Huldersson, over here!" Screams of the crowd from the darkness behind the blinding lights. Flash - flash - flash! "Mister Huldersson, who is your beautiful date? - Mr. Huldersson, are the rumors true that you split up with Miss Fox?"

      Oh no. I froze, but Sven wrapped his arm around my waist.

      "Let me say this once, and then I will answer no more questions on that subject. Yes, Miss Fox and I have officially split up. We've discovered that we both changed and will pursue different goals from now on."

      "Mr. Huldersson, there are rumors that Miss Fox is insanely jealous, is that true?"

      Sven's smile grew wooden. "No further comment." He pulled me over the red carpet to the sponsored wall.

      "Miss, Miss, over here! What is your name, Miss?" A stubby reporter to my left yelled, jumping like a super ball.

      "Don't answer," Sven whispered into m ear. "It will add to the mystery. Also speaking ruins the shots. Just smile..."

      I swallowed and leaned into his large warm frame and savored the safety. The blinding flashlights, the questions, incessantly fired at us, this was all so new that I was not really sure if that was what I wanted for my future.

      "Smile, Princess."

      His whispering voice was comforting and sexy.

      I stared at the flashes coming from the darkness somewhere beyond the limelight.

      Right. This was my moment. Glamour, flashlights, I should enjoy this.

      I straightened my shoulders and wrapped my free arm around him. At least I could savor being with him. If the TAG team knew where I was... I was allowed to hug a beautiful man with a beautiful mind. I smiled.

      "Gorgeous!"  - "Miss, over here!" - "Mr. Huldersson, turn, show your date's stunning back-line!" - "Over here, Sven!"

      There in the middle of this flashing torture, for the first time in my life, I felt beautiful. Not because of the press. But because of the look in Sven's eyes as he looked at me.

      "You are wonderful, Princess..." He whispered in that sexy voice.

      Sven turned us a little and touched my face, making me look up, directly into his eyes. "Trust me," he whispered, as his gaze grew more intense.

      A perfect moment.

      His face, so close. I melted and closed my eyes. Woodsy orient, with a touch of rosemary...

      His lips tasted as soft as I had imagined them. Gentle, barely touching. The chastest kiss, but so intense, so intimate that the rest of the world vanished.

      Time stood still.

      A warm hand touched my cheek and broke the spell. I opened my eyes into the brightest smile, lit by strobing flashes.

      Gorgeous!

      Loud cheers, no, people applauding.

      "You are the most beautiful woman I ever dated," Sven whispered into my happiness-drunken brain.

      "Thank you..." ...for the most chaste but sexy kiss ever?

      It didn't matter. Somehow karma was generous with me, and rewarded me with something that was better than gold: for the first time in my life, I felt worthy. Worthy and beautiful.
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        * * *

      

      The evening went by in a rush. More wine. More compliments. I even met a TV producer interested in my series idea. Seemed fairy tales were the new rage. I was more into the magic prince.

      Leon Elmhard. He signed a napkin for me and allowed me to send him an episode of my writing when I felt ready. I would probably never be ready to submit work to his eyes, but it was a goal to behold and a fantasy to cherish.

      The step-daughter dating Mother Hulda.

      Mother Hulda? My ass! He didn't let it snow, he let the sunshine.

      Sven... the way he looked at me. It's been a long time since I had let anyone that close.

      I was thirsty for attention. Starved for subtle flirting.

      Comfy, tired, shaken by the limousine leaving the highway.

      Where were we going? I never gave him my address.

      I wanted this to last forever. Just sitting here, his warm hand in mine, the happiness in my veins and the craving for another kiss on my lips.

      "Thank you, Carly. Thank you for coming."

      The perfect night. This wonderful man. With me, here, tonight.

      His fingers cradled my face and his eyes shone in the strobes of the passing street lamps. The warmth of his body surrounded me as his lips met mine again. This time our kiss was not chaste at all. It was wonderful, delicious, all-engulfing and intoxicating, mingled with his exotic scent and my need to let myself sink into someone else's arms. And if he was a fairytale prince, tall, blond, muscular, and willing, I wouldn't object.

      "Please..." he whispered.

      No more requests. No more words. I wanted this to last forever and drowned in another kiss. Helped myself to more of that incredible taste, his scent like the deep blue sea, the feeling of need and be needed, finally being selfish and having everything. At once.

      Pure delight.

      The door opened beside us and let the cold night sweep in.

      Where were we?

      "Please," it was just a raw whisper, "please stay with me tonight."

      I didn't care about the driver, I didn't care about anything. I helped myself to another magic kiss.

      And my prince just let his arms slip under my knees and around my back and pulled me out of the limo, carrying me towards his house without even breaking our lip's contact.
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        * * *

      

      In the blue light of his bedroom, I indulged in peeling his shirt from his torso while he sat on his bed before me. The way this tall man looked up to me as if I was the most precious girl in the world... The way his hands surrounded my hips, brushed up to my chest and found the zipper below my arm. The way he let it slip from my body, crimson red in the blue light, like a curtain unveiling my creamy skin. It sailed to the floor and gave room for a soft and tempting kiss to my stomach, sending shivers up my spine.

      Strong arms pulled me down on his lap, his hands finding their way across my sensitive skin up, to cradle my face again. Blues eyes holding me with flaming desire.

      "So beautiful..."

      His raw whisper sent shivers of anticipation through my body.

      "Gorgeous..." I whispered against his neck, before I left a path of kisses across his tan skin, wrapping my arms around him. He smelled of Cool Water and a night on fire.

      I was so lost in tasting every single goose-bump on his neck, I almost missed the tightening of his grip around my waist, before he threw me with an expert flip on my back onto his bed, bracing his body atop me, so that his pants brushed my legs.

      I was already burning up from my own desire. Never knew that this was, how it could be.

      "You-... I need..." I needed him to say more stuff like this with his sexy bedroom voice. And I needed him. Deep inside me.

      Now.

      My hands opened his belt, the fly, and pushed the pants down.

      His laughter against my neck felt heavenly. "Yes, this..." He knelt between my legs, then rose quickly to get rid of the pants.

      "All!" I pointed at his taut boxers. The longing to see his full glory bordered on a physical need.

      "Uh-uh. You first." He wiggled his finger with a teasing smile.

      No! It was urgent!

      Revenge. I tempted him by slowly sliding out of my bra, enjoying his wide-eyed-stare, as I threw it at his chest.

      He grinned. "Not enough."

      So what? I was almost naked.

      His hands touched the place at my hips where my panties hugged them. "Allow me?"

      I swallowed. And nodded. I wanted him to-

      He looked like a tiger, prancing across my body, his hands slipping the last bit of cotton between me and fulfillment.

      I indulged into letting my hand glide the curve of his working abs, while enjoying his lusty gaze at my face.

      Sven lowered his head and inhaled. "Hmmm..." As if I was a good wine.

      Well, he was certainly a good vintage.

      When his warm breath hit my needy core, I couldn't suppress a moan.

      Heat filled my entire body, turning to want, turning to need, becoming a moan.

      "Beautiful!" Warm hands parted my legs before he kissed me. How could he know that I loved-... ah, so good!

      He was an expert. The flicks of his tongue, his breath on my skin. His hands holding my hips in place only using his mouth and lips he pushed me higher than I had ever-

      "Please! Stop, I-" ...was about to come.

      "I know. Hold on a sec."

      Emptiness. Rustling. Then his warmth was back, back between my legs, where I needed him. His face hovering over mine. "Perfect..." He whispered before he dove into my body and finally fulfilled my deepest desire.

      He took me to heights I had never been before. Expertly, gently, passionately, deeply. Rewarded me with the most intense feelings of my life. And when he felt I couldn't bear it anymore, he adjusted our rhythm and took me to the cliff's edge, his hands cradling my face, his eyes buried in mine, his breath sharing my air.

      The perfect unison.

      "Come." He whispered. And I did.

      I dissolved into pure gold.
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        * * *

      

      So what do you think? How do you know if it's love at first sight? Can it be determined after the first date? Or is it merely a date and the future will determine, if all those feelings you had then, the incredible happiness, the heart-flutter, the certainty of perfection if this is real and forever, or just a desperate projection.

      See, right now we could be going anywhere. After thirty years of marriage, I would tell you now, "this is how it all begun." After a breakup, I would tell you "that's how I let myself be blinded by the riches."

      But in the moment you don't know how long it lasts. Forever, or just until the next morning...
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        * * *

      

      This one started with a ray of sun tickling my nose.

      Ow, did I fall asleep on the couch? My room was in the basement, no sun in the morning.

      Ah, so warm and cuddly.

      His breath on my face, his chest underneath my cheek rising.

      His?!

      Shhh, I needed to stay calm, not wake him, slowly open my eyes.

      Blinding sunlight.

      Large windows, the coast in the distance. White sheet, regular breathing underneath my face.

      I was in Sven's arms.

      Darnit, I had slept with prince charming!

      I was the most stupid princess in the universe. Everybody knew that princes had stopped existing centuries ago.

      Marks on their bedposts, that was what attractive men like Sven Huldersson collected.

      Time to go back to reality.

      Shit! The press! If Stella ever found out I had dated a client! That was how Jen's father had left them. By dating a client. If Stella ever knew that I had been unprofessional-... oh God.

      I slowly slipped from his body and sat up. I needed to get out and pray. I would just jump into my old clothes and be gone.

      End of story-

      My wrist was enclosed by a steely grip.

      I turned, but apart from his hand now clutching mine, nothing had changed: Sven laid on his back, his chiseled torso bathed in golden morning light, his eyes closed.

      "You leaving?" His voice had the same sexy raw-ness as the night before.

      I swallowed and tried not to stare at his sculpted chest, begging me to come back to him. I looked away and hefted my gaze to a fine-art black and white print of the Matterhorn summit.

      "Yes, I... there is stuff I have to do today... you know, help Stella with..." What a lame excuse. I was still jobless.

      He let go and rolled over to face away from me staring out of the window. "If you must..."

      "I'm sorry." I felt so stupid, wordless, useless. We had been drunk and high on adrenaline. We had been an illusion if he now refused to look into my eyes.

      Nobody moved, but the silence had ceased to feel comfortable.

      "Well..." I stared at my hands. "Thank you for a great-... night."

      This had obviously not been a date. This had been a one-night-stand.

      I rose. And collected both of our strewn clothes from the floor. I needed to get his tux and my dress to the dry-cleaners. It was due back on Monday.

      Sven didn't move.

      I stopped at the door for one last look at my fantasy in his bed. He looked like a magic prince, but he wasn't. He was just another man.

      "Bye..."

      So what is the difference between a relationship and a one-night stand? It's defined by the next morning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, I walked through our neighborhood, back to my family.

      I had done the right thing.

      Family. I should feel good. But sometimes, doing the right thing hurt like hell.

      Part of me, the egoistic one, wanted to go back to talk to him about Italian cooking, and invite him to taste my latest version of fresh gelato in my freezer. Part of me wanted to tell him, that this wasn't how you treated your perfect date, but that I had loved the time with him and that I craved more.

      Part of me was realistic about it.

      It had been a one-night-stand. End of story.

      It was better this way, anyway. Stella should never know what we did. Dad always said that family was supposed to stick together to survive, and not hurt each other. He had once told me how Stella's ex, Jen's father, had left her: Half a year after investing her heritage into their new cleaning business it was doing extraordinary. Then Stella discovered that they were cleaning celebrities houses because her husband offered special services to the lonely Hollywood Stars. You can imagine how the numbers went down once they separated.

      Dad had made me promise to never speak to her about this, let Jen remember her Dad as a kind man who played with her, and keep Stella from losing face.

      But you do understand now, why I couldn't let Stella know I had slept with our newest celebrity client the day we landed the deal, can you?

      Family in exchange for loyalty, no matter what.

      So Sven being cold to me, that actually helped me stick to my goal to be loyal to the family my dad had chosen, and let go of my foolish dreams.

      My hood, that was where I belonged. Where you were a queen if you owned a cleaning business.

      I should stick to what I knew best. Work. No heads in the clouds. See where it had gotten Stella. See how hard work gave Dad a new family and a restaurant?

      I could be like my father. Work hard until I reached my goal without having my heart entangled with a celebrity. Hard and honest work. Find a new job, buy the notebook, finish the script, take that writing course. Get busy, so I could forget the perfect night of my life.

      I walked up the crooked veranda steps and opened the fly screen. The door was unlocked and cool air wafted from the living room. We only used the air-conditioner on special occasions.

      "Welcome home, Carly!" Stella thrilled form the kitchen area.

      I was arrived at the point in my personal fairy tale, where the stepmother welcomes her stepchild sweetly. I could even hear the fairy tale's famous roosters in my head: "Cock-a-doodle-doo! Our golden girl has come home too!" But I hadn't brought any visible riches to like me for.

      "How has your day been yesterday? Come and sit with me, I have coffee and pancakes, and you can tell everything, Darling!"  Stella leaned over the kitchen counter and placed a chipped 'Monroe in-home cleaning and PA services' mug beside a plate.

      What was going on here? Usually, no-one made breakfast unless I did.

      "Thank you." What was the matter with me? I should be grateful and enjoy the unfamiliar cheeriness.

      Stella leaned over the counter, her fresh blond perm curls bobbing, and slipped a pancake onto my plate that looked slightly burned while trying to spread her fingers so her long pink nails didn't get in the way. Right. She had always claimed Dad had been the cook in our family, she seemed to lack a bit of practice.

      It was the sentiment that counted. "What happened, "I asked,  "did Jen get another job?" I couldn't ask her how much my work had paid her off, could I?

      "No. But you did! You were brilliant with our client." Ah. Now he was 'our' client? Usually, something was 'ours' when 'I' had to take care of it. "Mr. Huldersson just called. We've gotta celebrate!"

      She slid a slightly torn rectangular package on the counter and sat on a stool beside me. "This came five minutes ago. Seems he added a bonus to the payment."  Stella lunged for the syrup, trying not to dip her see-through pink blouse into the food.

      The riches. Right.

      "Bonus?" The way the wrapping looked, she already knew what was inside.

      "Sure. He sent you a brand new laptop. Did you tell him that we need one for Jen to use on location?"

      No. I I told him I needed-... never mind. Better let it go.

      "So Sven called?" What did he tell her? My stomach churned. God, please, let him not have slipped that we...

      "Honey!" Stella screamed, "First-name basis! This is genius. You, will negotiate the contracts with him."

      Never.

      "Stella, I am happy for you, I really am. I think Mr. Huldersson will be a great and very generous client. But I can't and won't work with him."

      One of her freshly plucked and painted eyebrows shot up. "Why not?"

      Because I'm falling for him, and he's been an asshole, and I don't want to hurt you. "Because I have so much to do right now." Uh, yeah. Jobless, right?

      The other eyebrow shot up.

      Shoot. "Um," I stuffed a bite of pancake into my mouth to stall for time while my brain went blank. "Been at Tara's house and um," I swallowed. "... this new job will keep me busy the next months." Please don't ask what it is until I have found one!

      "Oh. Okay." Stella nodded, her glance wandering around the kitchen. "Well, a mother has many beautiful daughters. Do what you must. Your family will have to manage this without your help."

      Now, I felt even worse.

      "Mom! I'm home!" Jen maneuvered her bags through the entrance and stopped mid-track, as she looked at my gift. A wide smile spread across her face. "Ow, our magic client covering you in riches?" It sounded like an accusation.

      "Yes, uh, no, I was gonna send that back, actually." Or not. I would have to find a way to untangle my heart without scaring Stella's biggest client away.

      "Oh great, I need one with all the new clients coming in now." Jen grabbed the box from my hands.

      New clients?

      "Good idea. Carly has this new stressful job, she will surely let you have it during the day for your work until you've earned your own one."

      Uh-... too late. Jen had already unpacked the brand-new MacBook.

      "So did you get your new work clothes, Love?" Stella asked, eying Jen's JC Penny bags.

      "Work clothes?" When did Jen work? And where?

      "Yes! I will be Monroe In-Home-Service's exclusive personal assistant for Mr. Huldersson." Jen beamed, flipping open my gift. "I'm ready for our business meeting at the 'Patina' tomorrow for lunch."

      Exclusive assistant. Wow.

      I should have been happy for her, but the thought of her dining with Sven stung.

      I shouldn't. Even if they had a good time, it would probably not mean more to him than it did with me. Living in Hollywood was so fast-paced, they had only time for short relationships and flings like ours. In such a place you had to live in the moment.

      Me and Sven, two different worlds. Different obligations. I had to take care of my family.  He had to shake the beddings over at prime TV. Us getting a happily ever after was as likely... as snow in LA.

      I hurt none the less.
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        * * *

      

      You might ask now, that's it, everything is over?

      Well, have you ever been at the beginning of something... that could become a relationship? You know, there is this guy, he occupies your every thought, you know its special, unknown, unprecedented even, and you can see yourself having his kids? And then you get frightened, think this might just as well be a short affair, that things can not be true if they feel that good? Yeah, well, that's what I felt. This guy was too good to be true.

      Sven's reaction confirmed it: One night stand.

      It had been me craving a happily ever after, but this might just as well be every girl's fantasy, and not how reality worked.

      So yes. Our one-night stand was over.

      And I tried my best to forget Sven Huldersson.
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        * * *

      

      Until five months later, on a very un-christmassy Californian December evening, I was at work, using the low evening hours to type furiously at my script.

      You know how people say that when fate closes a door it opens a window? Mrs. Matthews needed help at the library. Well, actually she fell and needed someone to take over her long shifts without much time to be instructed. I started working the day after I had lied to Stella and have now written eight episodes of 'Will Grimm's Cases - A Cop with a magical touch'.

      I had been very busy at a place with a computer to finish my work during the day, so I could attend the writing courses in the evenings.

      I scanned a few books for an elderly lady and wished her a wonderful read before I had to walk over to the teen' section to remind a few kids to keep it low.

      When I came back to the front desk, my phone vibrated.

      "Yeah?" I tried to keep my voice low.

      "Hey Honey, do you happen to know where Jen is?"

      I smiled.  "No, I'm sorry." Better keep it simple and not rat her out. Been covering a lot lately for my step sister, skulking out of the house to meet her new boyfriend in private.

      "Shoot. It's urgent. I need to talk to that girl but she's always gone." Stella said. "I can't let her be the link between the In-Home-Service and important clients if she is unreachable when it gets important."

      I sighed. Family. "I feel with you. Is there anything I can do to help?"

      "Yes, actually. But only if you have the time, darling."

      No, I didn't. Tonight was my day off and I had planned to spend a few extra hours in the library to re-read the first episodes and edit.

      Dad would have wanted me to make time for them. I could at least listen to what this was all about.

      "Stella, what is it?"

      "I needed Jen to organize a complete house do-over for a magazine shoot tomorrow. The call came in only now, and they offered to pay double if the place is sparkling by tomorrow."

      Hm. Maybe I could call again the special forces, like last time when I met-... long ago. Clean an entire house in one evening. We had done worse. With my TAG team, a thing of two to four hours.

      "Okay." For the family. It's been a while, and Stella had been very good in not asking me to work for free anymore. "I have three people who can help out." No need to tell who exactly that was. This sounded more professional, than 'I gotta call my friends.' We were a team, one that deserved fair payment. "They need the same pay as the usual cleaning people and fifty percent bonus for pulling a night shift."

      I could hear Stella let out a sigh at the other end of a line. "Carly, you are an angel! Of course, you guys will get twice the usual pay for helping out on such a short notice. Do you have a pen?"

      I stepped to the counter and grabbed a pencil and a notepad from my workstation.

      "Okay, you will get the key from the neighbor. The address is 4711 May Blvd. Its the neighbor to the left."

      But this was-

      "Oh, how could I forget, you know the address! It's Sven Huldersson's house!"

      My heart turned to ice.

      Never!

      I couldn't do this.

      "I'm sorry to let you down, Stella. I would really love to help you but I can't. Not in his house."

      In my mind, I could see her face drop.

      "I can help you find Jen, but I can't go to this place. Please, Stella, I don't want to talk about it, but its better if we never meet again." For my sanity. For my stupid heart.

      "Ow, don't be so melodramatic, it's just a job!"

      No. It had been last time. Not anymore.

      "I'm sorry. I gotta go. Call you when I've spotted Jen, my shift is over in thirty and I may have an idea where she is."

      I hung up without waiting for her reaction. There was no way in hell I would explain this to her.

      My phone zinged and showed two missed calls.

      I called my mailbox.

      "You have - two - new messages:

      Hello Carly, this is Serenity. Would you please call me back, Dear? I have a favor to ask, a big one at that, but I would rather not ask this machine...

      "To call back  - press one."

      What did Jen do? Or what didn't she, lately?

      "To save the message  - press two."

      If Serenity was pulled into this had to be an emergency.

      "To delete the message - press three."

      I saved, wanting to listen to the second caller first.

      "Hi Carly, it's me, Sven." I gripped the library's counter. "God, I've bee such a fool. I wanted to call you earlier, I suppose that's what a gentleman would have done, but as you never answered my long letter, I thought you didn't want any contact with me."

      Letter?

      "... so this seems like such a selfish action here, but I'm desperate and really disorganized. The reason I needed a PA in the first place. My current one is not as good in working miracles as you are. And unreachable. As is her boss. Aw, fuck, Carly, I need your help. Please! Call me back, call Serenity, find your Mom or your sister for that matter, and please help me! I forgot this interview at my house tomorrow. Please, Carly?"

      God, this voice... My hands were shaking. My heart raced.

      "Please, if you hate me so much, just... I don't know, we don't even have to meet!"

      He let out a sigh.

      "I miss you."

      Silence.

      My heart broke all over again.

      "To call back  - press one. - - To save the message  - press two. - - To delete the message - press three."

      You never answered my long letter.

      Letter? Nothing in the mail. The MacBook had also come without any written note. Had the letter been on the MacBook?

      I called Jen and went straight to the mailbox.

      "Jen, I don't care what you did all day or where you are. But if there is any message on the Mac Book from Sven Huldersson, please forward it immediately to my phone! It's important! Oh, and call Mom. Bye."
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later I had re-composed and reassured myself that I could do this. I would help out my family and help him. He had been nothing but kind to me, even though his kindness had ultimately hurt me. I had to do this, for Stella, for Serenity, and for Sven. He would not be at home. He would come back late morning for the shoot, so I would not meet him. I needed to call the TAG team, explain everything, and be ready to shoot over to his place in half an hour when the library closed.

      We would be done before midnight and could leave the place to the people from Living @ Home or whatever lifestyle magazine would want to take pictures of his wonderful house.

      I dialed Tara's number and waited for her to answer. Nothing. Knowing her too well, I texted her, 'Emergency, can you please pick up?' before I called again. Then I was greeted by loud music. "Carly?" Tara screamed into her phone.

      "Tara, where are you?" I whispered, sending bad stares over to the now loud again teens in the kid's section. "I need your help. Jen fucked up and I need you to come help me clean a house for, wait-for-it double the salary!" What a sales pitch to get Tara to leave a party.

      "Carly! Sorry... can't... cousin's wedding, sorry... go..." Beep-beep-beep-beep...

      Oh, shoot. Today was Tanisha's cousin's family-only wedding. The TAG team was engaged.

      I let out my breath.

      Don't panic. It was just a normal house cleaning. No-one there to wreck the place. I could do this, even on my own. I would go there and pull an all-nighter. I knew the place, knew where to find everything I needed. In the morning, I would buy a few decoration items and fresh flowers. The place would sparkle.

      This was doable. For Dad. For Stella. For my family.

      And maybe a little for Sven...
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        * * *

      

      Dear Carly,

      I am sending you this gift as a way to apologize for my behavior today.

      I shouldn't have let you leave, I should have celebrated a glorious morning with you.

      I was overwhelmed, jet-lagged, freshly separated, and then you came and turned my world upside down. I was confused about my own happiness.

      Carly, last night was the best night of my life. I have never been so happy before, and I still can't believe myself that this is even possible.

      Yes, I have dated before. Had great sex and beautiful women who wanted a piece of me. But with you, for the first time, I had the impression someone actually listened to what I was telling them. I had the impression that you cared.

      I hope I'm right and you do care. Because I do, I care for you.

      So please forgive me. And call me.

      Let me cook for you. Whenever you want.

      Tonight?

      I miss you.

      Sven
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        * * *

      

      I was at Sven's house by ten pm, because the train ride had taken me an hour, and Serenity another one just to complain about my stepsister. Jen had been lazy, leaving many of the tasks she was supposed to do to the old lady. Serenity hadn't dared to bother Sven with this, but she confided in me.

      I wasn't going to rat Jen out to Stella immediately, but the two of us needed to talk. Either she was improving, or this was not the right job for her. But it was certainly not Serenity's.

      Anyway, I then spent eight hours in Sven's wonderful home, bringing a spark to all the surfaces. The cleaning people had been very sloppy over the past months, and it looked as if Jen hadn't supervised them well.

      To save time, I allowed myself to nap on Sven's couch from six to nine, no shower, the bathrooms were already cleaned, just coffee from his wonderful machine.

      That was when I found the forwarded message from the MacBook in my email.

      I read it and cursed aloud because now this was going to be even harder.

      He was perfect.

      And not for me to have. Shit!

      I pulled myself together and called Jen's mailbox, ordering her to come here ASAP!

      Then I took the bus to the mall to buy a few decorative items. Sven would land at eleven forty-four, then be home by two, right on time for the photo team. I wanted to be gone by then, leaving him to enjoy Monroe's in-home services extraordinary services on his own.

      I just couldn't meet him.

      Around twelve, I pushed, laden with bags, through the entrance.

      My phone buzzed, and I dropped my stuff where I stood to answer it.

      Who was this? No number I knew.

      "Carly?"

      I leaned against the hallway wall to stretch my hurting back.

      "Yeah?"

      "It's me, Sven."

      Shit.

      "Hey." Where did that lump in my throat come from?

      It was good to have it anyway, or I would have told him how much I missed him, or how much this letter meant to me.

      "I am sorry to bother you, but Serenity told me you were handling things."

      "Yeah." I pressed through the tears I was forcing back.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Sure. What is it?" My croak didn't sound convincing.

      "I'm sorry to bother you again, you don't want to have any contact with me, right?"

      "I..." I couldn't lie to him. "I'm sorry. It's a long story, but I only got your letter an hour ago. I need time to..." I wanted to rush to wherever he was and sink into his arms. But my family, especially Stella...

      "Oh." A pause. "Well, um, I hate to ask, but I had an accident with tomato juice and..."

      "Hey, Carly, cool that you did the shopping!" I almost lost balance from Jen's voice coming from behind me. Perfect timing, as always.

      I turned and showed Jen that I was on the phone.

      "...Carly would you be so kind and bring me a fresh shirt to the airport?" The deep voice of the most wonderful man sounded in my ear.

      Jen started to rummage through my shopping bags. "I can take over from here," she chimed and disappeared with my purchases.

      "Yeah, sure." Why did I say yes? I would have to meet him, in person!

      How much was 'a good deed a day'? Was it done by cleaning his house? Did it have to involve self-torture?

      The self-torture had already begun when I decided to let Sven go. So how much worse could meeting him be? If I handled it as an in and out mission...

      "...I'll be on gate B52 in an hour." His voice in my ear felt like a caress to my heart.

      My heart exploded in my chest.
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        * * *

      

      I managed to race the airport and be there by twelve-forty-five, panting, carrying a clothes bag filled with several shirts and ties, to make sure we found one that matched the rest of his outfit.

      My heart hadn't stopped racing.

      Like so many other people, I stood in the queue surrounding the arrivals door, staring at it, waiting for Mr. Sexy to arrive.

      I could barely keep it together, nausea turning my stomach.

      It had been a bad idea to come. I should have sent Jen. A sure way to hurt me.

      "Carly! What a wonderful surprise!" The most wonderful smile lit up Sven's face.

      I melted.

      In another set of sweaty cleaning clothes. Why was I always not dressed up to the purpose?

      People started to pull out their mobile phones. Flash-flash. "Mr. Huldersson!" - "Sven!"

      Oh no. He walked straight towards me.

      In and out. I stretched my arm with the bag to him, hoping that he would take it, so I could make a beeline. He grabbed my arm and pulled me close, making me face the cameras.

      "Meet my friend Carly, she's my own personal golden girl." He felt so wonderful. Home. I needed to get out of the limelight! He felt as if we belonged. I wanted to run away, and kiss him.

      He pulled me closer. "Have you finally forgiven me?" So close. So strong. So gorgeous!

      "I have never hated you. I just... the message was lost for a while..." We are just not a good match... even though out lips fitted as if custom made for each other.

      "Carly, I missed you so much!" Strong arms lifted me up and swiveled me around, sending the bag flying to the floor. I flew above him, my universe consisting of the happiness in his eyes. When he finally let me down, it was close to his face, for a tender kiss.

      Heaven!

      "Can you smell this? There is snow in the air!" He whispered between our lips, making the lump in my chest press against my tear gland. I would have to give him my reasons why we could never be an item.

      What were they again?

      Later.

      This was our moment.

      I wanted to believe in the snow in LA for a second.
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        * * *

      

      Ninety minutes and a new shirt n' tie later, we arrived with the cab back at Sven's home. He held my hand the entire drive as if he wanted to make sure I would never leave. "You need to promise me to come in. Please, Carly, I won't have much time, but I need you to be here today. I-... please, don't leave again! Promise me we will talk, this time, okay?"

      "Okay."

      I couldn't deny him.  Not when he looked like this. The heart-melting, broody smile... I had crossed a line, now it would hurt even more giving him up, be it now or tonight. And maybe I would be unable to.

      He pulled me out of the cab, his hand luggage in one hand, my hand tight in the other, past a few vans where people unloaded photo equipment, into his house.

      "Daaaarling! Finally! Look, we're already set!" Jen, now dressed in her not-so-new white business ensemble, flew out of the living room, almost tripping over a cable, sailing into Sven's arms, her mouth 'accidentally' kissing his cheek.

      What the hell? I took a step back, as a woman in a bright purple dress and flaming red hair stepped toward Sven and shook his hand. "Thank you, Mr. Huldersson for having us for this exclusive interview. My name is Clare Stendon, from GQ Magazine. Your wonderful girlfriend already showed us around your stunning house."

      Girlfriend? What did I miss?

      Actually, Stella had been quite secretive for the past few weeks. Skulking in and out of our house. Did she have anything to hide?

      Sven's face turned ashen. "Uh, Mrs. Stendon, would you mind excusing me for just a minute? I'll be with you in a second."

      Mrs. Stendon nodded while Sven turned to me. "Carly, promise me you won't leave."

      The foreboding knot in m stomach intensified. "I can't..." ...watch the two of you. I just couldn't.

      Sven looked past me in the direction of his entrance. "Would you please make sure she stays. I need to sort a few things out."

      Soft hands held my arm and I turned to find Serenity standing behind me. "It's all right, Darling." No. It wasn't.

      "Everything will be all right, trust me, I know." Serenity winked.

      I turned back to the hallway but Sven and Jen had disappeared. Nausea made my world shake. This couldn't be!

      "Mrs. Stendon," Serenity called over my shoulder, without letting go of my hand.

      The reporter stopped and turned to us. "Yes?"

      "You know, I'm just the nosy neighbor," who had my arm in a tight grip, "but if I were you, I would go take a look upstairs. Oh, and take the photographer with you."

      I turned back to my captor. "Serenity, what are you doing?" I hissed. But she only winked again. "You know, Darling. I may not know much, but sometimes I have premonitions..." She pulled me towards the kitchen area. "Come, let's make coffee. I'm sure there will be much to talk about once they're done."

      Premonitions? Facts, maybe. Weeks of Jen hiding things. I thought it was about Stella being too nosy, but seen in the light of day...

      Serenity pushed me on one of the stools, and  I collapsed, my legs refusing to hold me. "Relax. Everything will be all right."

      She smiled and switched the coffee maker on.

      "Promise me you won't leave him again, Darling, he needs a girl like you."

      She wouldn't understand. "Oh, Serenity, me and Sven..." but I couldn't lie to her. "...is as likely as snow in LA."

      "Great." Serenity smiled and poured milk into the foam container.

      I watched her make some coffee trying to compose myself enough to be able to stand again. Whatever it was, I wasn't ready to ignore it anymore.

      I rose and walked up the stairs to the sound of a heated discussion coming from Sven's bedroom.

      I pushed past Mrs. Stendon and her photographer and listened at the door.

      "Who do you think you are?" Sven asked inside.

      "Sven, look. I know I overstepped a few lines here but it was only in your best intentions. Mrs. Stendon needed to be kept busy, and I used the time to show them your beautiful house..."

      "Which wouldn't have looked so beautiful if Carly hadn't stepped in."

      My heart did a small somersault in my chest at my name coming from his lips.

      "Sven, look, I'm sorry. I just wanted to keep up the appearance. And if you hate that, we could always tell them the truth, or... you know..." Jen's voice had hushed to a sexy purr. "...make it true..."

      "Jennifer, stop. What do you think you're doing there?"

      "Aw, you know... working on the truths, I guess."

      "Stop it! Get up! I don't want-"

      The door banged against the wall and Jen knelt on the floor in front of Sven who had both hands on her wrists, her hand still clutching the zipper of his pants.

      "Carly!" Sven turned ashen, illuminated by the photographer's flashes.

      "Jen..." I stood there, frozen, for about a heartbeat. Red hot rage coursed through my veins. "You conniving bitch! A blow-job? You really think a blow-job will set your lies to cover your laziness right?"

      "Sure." She looked around. "That's how you got him the first time, right?"

      Slap.

      I held my hurting hand and listened to Sven yelling, "Out! Leave my house now, and don't dare to come back. I will not tolerate you insulting the woman I love!"

      Love.

      Wordless Jen rose and gave me her silly death stare, one flaming cheek illuminated by more flashes. "Fuck you."

      Then she left.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the last photo assistant left Sven's house while Sven said goodbye to Mrs. Stendon at his door.

      "Thank you for the entertaining day at your house," Mrs. Stendon said with  bright smile, "I can already see the headline: 'Cock A Doodle Do - Sven Huldersson's dirty girl versus his golden girl - a true Mother Hulda story.'"

      Sven smiled and shook her hand. "You're welcome."

      "And call me if you need me to testify against that weird woman."

      "I don't think that will be necessary. Have a good trip home."

      I turned back to Serenity to offer her more cupcakes, but the old lady had already climbed from her dining room chair.

      "It's now time for me to leave, Darling. It will start soon, and you two need to discuss a few things."

      "What will start?"

      Serenity smiled. "Darling, be so kind an help me back into my coat, will you?"

      I helped her, while Sven came back from the door. "Serenity, are you already leaving?"

      "Yes. You know, I need to be home soon."

      Sven nodded and opened the front door for her. "Thank you for being here for us today." He folded his large frame down to her and pressed a kiss to her cheek. "What would I do without you..."

      "Oh Sven, now, you're gonna be all right." Serenity touched his cheek and then slowly made her way towards her house as the first white swivels of snow started to fall.

      Snow? In Los Angeles?

      I stepped closer to the door and stared at the tufts of silent white, sailing past the door's frame.

      I stretched out my hand, and a tiny, cold, flake landed on my outstretched fingers.

      A bit like the first time I had walked through this door. Another kind of snow.

      "Wow, this is different."

      Silence surrounded us like an embrace. Just the tiny prickle of snow landing on snow.

      An arm curled around my waist and pulled me against a tall, warm and muscular body. "Carly, promise me you will never vanish like this again, will you?"

      I giggled. Heaven. Right here. In the snowmaker's arms.

      I had refused to stick my head up into the clouds. So the clouds have come down to me. "I promise. I owe it to Serenity."

      The world around us slowly covered in powdered sugar, giving our the world a magical touch.

      "Serenity?"

      "Yes. I told her that the two of us dating would be as likely as snow in LA."

      Sven chuckled and pulled me into his arms, his face close to mine. "Well, then it's all set." He kissed me and I was in heaven.

      He was right. Maybe it had been in the air. Me, us, my new future. Everything was possible. I could start a new life, just like my dad had. Create my own family. I could include Stella, but that was for me to decide how much I wanted her in my life. Dad had chosen to bind himself to a family after he had used his freedom. I would do the same.

      "Sven?"

      "Yes?"

      "Would you like to come with me and show me Italy, once I have sold my first script?"

      "Sure." Happiness danced in his eyes. "Sure! But only if you'll let me cook some paste for you tonight."

      On that first date, we didn't know what this relationship was gonna be like. It always takes time to tell, if the foundation, laid on a magical first date, is going to hold.

      But when it does, like ours, then you can truthfully tell people: "I fell in love with Sven Huldersson, the day I met his snowy eiderdown."

      

      
        
        THE END
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