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        FYNIX

      

      

      The bleach-bottle blonde with the picture-perfect white smile bounces out of her seat and to her stiletto-heeled feet the moment we enter the room, pushing out her exposed cleavage in the somehow demure, yet still-sexual, dress in a way I’m sure she thinks is enticing.

      Many men in my position would fantasize about bending her over the enormous table in front of us and knocking off the beautiful food while banging her until she can’t walk tomorrow, but her excitement and obvious willingness to use her body in this situation do nothing for me.

      It never does.

      When women throw themselves at you on a daily basis, it eventually loses its appeal. If I weren’t forced to be here, I would turn around right now and leave Mother and Father to handle the lunch with the visiting royal family.

      King Reginald Dahl lumbers to his feet beside her, his heavy jowls sagging despite the warm smile he bears. The man has always been jovial and pleasant, and under other circumstances, I might have actually enjoyed this meeting.

      But not today, not recognizing the purposes of it.

      Mother and Father, walking just ahead of me, approach him with matching smiles.

      “Your Majesties, Your Royal Highness.” He extends a hand toward Father, who accepts it, and shakes with excessive vigor.

      “Always wonderful to see you, Your Majesty.”

      King Reginald turns his attention to Mother and leans in to kiss her on each cheek. “Wonderful to see both of you, as well.”

      I fight the desire to roll my eyes. All this practiced formality when they’re good friends and drop the pretense the moment they’re behind closed doors together.

      Still, one must do what’s expected, so I paste on my best smile and make eye contact with King Reginald. “Your Majesty. It’s nice to see you again.”

      He takes my hand in his much larger one and shakes it. “I am so glad we were able to arrange this lunch with Abigail while we’re in-country.” Releasing my hand, he sweeps his toward his daughter. “You two have not met yet, have you? Prince Fynix, this is my daughter, Abigail.”

      The fake smile aches my cheeks. “Your Royal Highness, so lovely to meet you in person, finally. I’ve heard so many good things.”

      She flutters her long black what-must-be-false eyelashes at me, her cheeks coloring. “Your Highness, the pleasure is all mine. It seems I’ve been waiting forever for this moment after all the stories Father has relayed.”

      I bet.

      More than likely, the girl has been counting down the days until she can have her shot at me.

      King Reginald claps me on the shoulder and squeezes. “The last time I saw you, you were a wee child scrambling around under your mother’s feet.”

      I catch a flash of movement to my left, where Lev stands just inside the doorway we entered through only moments ago. He raises a dark eyebrow at me, and I shake my head to indicate I’m fine.

      Touching a member of the royal family, with such familiarity, could get you killed in a lot of places—or at the very least, thrown in the brig—but not King Reginald after so many years of friendship with Mother and Father, and definitely not when Mother and Father are trying to set me up with yet another “perfect match.”

      Abigail tips her head and flutters her eyelashes at me, her smile getting even bigger. I can practically see the crown she’s after glittering behind her gaze. With two older brothers, Abigail will never see the throne in Grandania during her lifetime. The only way she will ever be a queen is if she marries someone on the throne or in line to inherit it.

      And her overly-made-up eyes are set squarely on me.

      I keep my trained smile on her father and incline my head. “That was a long time ago, sir.”

      He issues a low, deep chuckle and places his hand on his belly. “Quite right, quite right.”

      Mother turns toward the long table already laid out with fresh fruit, pastries, and a dozen other dishes—far more than the five of us could ever eat—for an “informal” meal with the visiting dignitaries. “Shall we?”

      Father nods his agreement. “Yes, yes. Let’s sit and enjoy our meal.” He lowers himself into his chair at the head of the massive table and indicates everyone else should do the same. “Reginald, I’m so happy you were able to make this trip out so we could discuss our mutual concerns in person.”

      I bite back a laugh, but given the glare Mother sends me from across the table, apparently, I didn’t hide it well enough. This meeting has nothing to do with the growing unrest in Lovolia or the support the protestors are getting from Reginald’s countrymen and has everything to do with Mother and Father hoping I’ll actually like this one.

      Unfuckinglikely.

      They’re all the same, with their perfect hair, perfect smiles, practiced platitudes, zero personality, and one goal—secure a marriage with someone who will help their father’s political positions. Mainly…me.

      The last thing I care about right now is meeting this woman. Marrying me off isn’t important. What is important was just briefly alluded to by Father; the growing pro-democracy movement in Lovolia that mirrors the one Reginald faced not that long ago in Grandania.

      Reginald reaches forward and takes a sip of the coffee from the cup in front of him. “Yes, yes. It’s a good idea for us to speak in person.”

      Mother clears her throat and raises an eyebrow at Father. “Though perhaps the lunch table is not the place to conduct this discussion.”

      Father nods. “Oh, yes, of course.” He smiles. “Now, Abigail, why don’t you tell us a little bit about yourself since we haven’t had the pleasure of meeting before.”

      No doubt, both sets of parents would have tried to make a connection between us when we were far younger but with me off at various boarding schools in other countries and Abigail doing whatever it is she did, our paths never seemed to cross.

      Until today.

      The young princess smiles at the invitation, then directs her attention toward me to answer. “Well, I’ve always shared my father’s interest in politics and chose political science as my major at university. I graduate next month.”

      I take a bite of my quiche and chew, only listening to the bare minimum of the conversation necessary to appear interested and involved. This country is dancing along the precipice of something huge—and potentially bad—and instead of focusing on that, Mother and Father are choosing to ignore it in favor of trotting me out for show like a prized horse to get me married off.

      Mother offers her kind smile and takes a bite of strawberry, chewing slowly before she swallows. “That’s lovely, dear.”

      Abigail nods, squaring her shoulders in a way that’s surely meant to make some point I’m apparently missing. “I wanted to be prepared for a life of servicing the throne.”

      I almost choke on the morsel in my throat but manage to swallow it as her keen blue eyes assess my response.

      Jesus, could she be any more obvious?

      The woman might as well be on her knees under the table giving me a blow job.

      Father smiles, apparently completely oblivious to the innuendo Abigail just openly hurled across the table at me. “Public service is the most selfless endeavor, indeed. Wouldn’t you agree, Fynix?”

      I take a sip of my ice water to try to keep myself from coughing again. “Yes. Quite.”

      Mother glares at me and tries to kick me under the table, but her shoe barely brushes my shin due to the distance between us. Be nice, she mouths to me.

      I might be thirty years old, but when the queen demands something, compliance is mandatory.

      Be nice. Be cordial. Pretend you give a shit.

      All the directions I’ve been given my entire life at these types of meetings, since before I was even old enough for them to be trying to arrange a courtship with anyone who will help us politically.

      And I can’t say I blame them.

      As one of the last remaining absolute monarchies in the world, we’re at a huge disadvantage. Many other countries see us as old fashioned, antiquated, and out of touch with modern society, which is why so many people have been pressing for reforms into a constitutional monarchy. Citizens want a say in where their tax money goes, in the laws that govern them and want to elect officials to represent their interests. They see the democratic political process elsewhere as greener pastures and never contemplate the negatives that come with it.

      Mother and Father have no intention of getting involved with or supporting or embracing such a major change, but Reginald has managed to lead his country in name while parliament and the rest of the government handle the political decisions without any major disruptions to his reign. It was a major change for him and Grandania as a whole, but things worked out in his favor. His willingness to adjust the old ways have benefitted him greatly in regard to his country’s overall well-being.

      His people love him, and Abigail has grown up in the public eye the same way I have. So, they have set me up with her, in hopes our people will see it as a progressive move to marry a royal from a constitutional monarchy country since they won’t take any steps toward that here. A band-aid to quell some of the rising tensions. It’s nothing more than that, but it’s important to them.

      Far more so than my happiness, apparently.

      Any other day, I might play along and go through the motions in the manner expected of me, but this is the third setup in as many months, and it’s becoming tedious and infuriating. Exacerbated by the fact that they are more interested in forcing me to do what they think is right for Lovolia, regardless of whether I might want to marry someone I actually like.

      Mother having successfully redirected the conversation, Reginald and Father continue chatting about horses and international trade while I try to avoid letting my eyes meet those of the girl practically itching to throw herself across the table at me.

      Again, Mother cuts through my thoughts. “Abigail, do you hope to have children someday?”

      The desperate princess beams at Mother, and I fight a gag response. The only thing good about children is getting to fuck so much to make them. If it weren’t my duty to provide an heir to ensure the family maintains the monarchy, I wouldn’t even consider it. Mother knows as much. It’s as though she’s baiting me, begging me to react.

      Well, Mother shouldn’t have poked me if she didn’t want a response.

      Before Abigail can answer her question, I grin and turn toward the woman who gave me life. “I do so appreciate how so many modern couples are taking the ‘we don’t want children’ stance and not letting society make them feel bad about their choice. Considering the overpopulation in so many countries and the vast drain on natural resources, it would seem not having children might be the responsible thing.”

      Abigail gapes at me, and her father stops with his coffee cup midway to his mouth and stares, his heavy brow furrowed. Mother’s glare could cut diamonds, and it signals my cue to leave.

      “Excuse me…” I push away from the table and stand.

      Reginald and his daughter rise to their feet, concerned expressions, but I motion for them to sit.

      Rather than offer an explanation for my abrupt departure, I turn and make my way to the door that will take me out into the parlor.

      Lev falls into step beside me and glances over his shoulder to ensure we’re alone. “What the hell was that? Were you trying to pick a fight with your mother in front of someone like Reginald Dahl?”

      I snort and glance at my best friend and personal bodyguard. “I wasn’t trying to pick a fight. It’s just the natural result of them setting me up again.”

      He follows me to the private bathroom at the rear of the main floor of the palace, where I pause just outside the door and turn toward him.

      Lev shakes his head. “You know I sympathize with your situation, but at some point, you will have to get married. You will have to produce an heir. You can’t put it off forever.”

      I grin at him and wiggle my eyebrows. “I’ll sure try and have fun doing it.”

      He releases a heavy sigh and glances toward the bathroom. “You can only buy so much time in there before your father sends Manuel looking for you.”

      Lev knows exactly what I’m doing, and it’s a simple reminder that freedom comes at a price and never lasts.

      I push open the door. “Don’t I know it?”

      Letting it click closed behind me, I take a second to inhale a breath, then throw open the window—the one that had the alarm disconnected because I rigged it myself months ago—and climb through. My formal attire restricts my movements, but I can’t change yet. If any of the guards see me on my way out of here, it has to look as though it’s wholly acceptable for me to be on a stroll around the property—so that no one notices when I slip over the fence and make my break for it.

      Mother and Father will be pissed I did this again, but I can’t sit through another breakfast. Can’t handle another setup. Can’t handle being in the palace today.

      Maybe it’ll take me doing something like this for them to finally realize I can’t and won’t be who they want me to be…no matter how hard they try to make me fit the mold.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRIDGET

      

      

      The bright Mediterranean sun beats down on my exposed skin, warming my body but doing nothing for my soul. Soft ocean waves lap at the sand near where I lie on the lounge chair outside the hotel, a peaceful, relaxing sound that should, along with the aforementioned rays, be helping me forget all my problems and enjoy life.

      Should be…but it sure as hell isn’t.

      I really hoped being here would help. That it would snap me out of this funk I’ve been in for six months. That it would change my mood and my perspective. That I could close the book on that chapter of my life. Perhaps let go of what he did to me and move on, but it seems the opposite has happened.

      Even taking another swig of my drink doesn’t help push away the misery. Seeing all these happy couples on their honeymoons and vacations, hugging and kissing, lying close together on the beach, laughing and so damn in love makes the margarita in my stomach churn dangerously.

      Stop looking, Bridg.

      It will only make it hurt more, only make me wallow excessively in regret and margaritas.

      And while they are tasty, I know what tequila does to me. So many bad decisions made in college flash through my head, and I vividly remember why I stopped drinking Satan’s Clear Temptation all those years ago.

      Daphne nudges me with her elbow from where she lies beside me and nods down the beach. “What about him?”

      I drag my sunglasses down to the tip of my nose and follow her line of sight. A very unladylike snort slips from my lips and I shake my head, pushing my sunglasses back in place before lying down on the lounge chair. “I don’t think so.”

      She scoffs incredulously, seemingly deeply offended at how easily I brushed off her suggestion. “Why the hell not?”

      “He isn’t my type at all. You should know that after living together for four years during college and remaining my best friend in the eight years since then.”

      I shouldn’t even have to tell her. Super hot surfers and girls like me mix as well as oil and vinegar. Or me and tequila.

      “Oh, yeah, right. Hot, ripped, sexy-as-hell men aren’t your type…my bad!” She laughs and leans back in her chair.

      I drop my head to the side to look at her. “Why do you say it like that?”

      “Because you’re the only woman on the fucking planet who doesn’t seem to be at all attracted to men like that.”

      She points at the guy she was just gushing over, not caring in the least that it’s obvious we are talking about him.

      I laugh and examine him again—long, lean muscles, tanned skin, soft dark hair blowing in the breeze as he stands at the water’s edge leaning against his surfboard. “Oh, I’m attracted to them. It’s just not the type of guy I would ever want to go out with.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because men like that”—I point at him, not even caring if he sees me and wonders why— “don’t settle down with girls like me.” I point to myself.

      She shrugs, letting her slender sun-bronzed shoulders rise and fall casually. “Who said anything about settling down? I’m talking about a nice vacation bang. It’s exactly what you need to get Barry out of your system.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her even though my eyes are concealed by my shades. “A nice vacation bang. Really, Daphne?”

      “Yes, really.” She lifts her glasses and narrows her eyes at me. “Why are you giving me that look?”

      “How can you tell how I’m looking at you when I’m wearing sunglasses?”

      “Because I know you and your face.”

      I sigh. “Well, I’m looking at you like this because you know I don’t do that.”

      “Do what? Have sex?”

      I snort again. “Well, yeah, it’s been a while, but no, I don’t do the whole random hookup thing.”

      She shrugs again. “Maybe you should. Don’t they always say the best way to get over a man is to get under another one?”

      As much as I have always appreciated Daphne’s sound life advice—which honestly isn’t usually so bad—this time, she has it all wrong. The last thing I need is a random hook up with a too-hot-for-me guy who will disappear after he finishes. I’ve never understood how people do that and don’t feel weird after. Even during my rambunctious youth, I never did randos.

      I down the rest of my margarita and scowl at her. “Thank you for the advice, Daph. If you’re so interested, why don’t you go try to bang him?”

      She grins and waggles her blond eyebrows at me. “I just might. I’m single and ready to get down with some hot Lovolian men.”

      “We’re at a tourist beach. Chances are, he’s not Lovolian and is just visiting like we are.”

      “Who cares?” She throws up her hands and shifts a bit closer to me so no one around us can hear her. “It’s been almost two months since I’ve had sex. I’m starting to feel like my vagina has developed cobwebs.”

      “Two months?” I release a groan. “Is that all it takes? Because it’s been over six for me. Mine must be dried up, shriveled, and full of damn tarantulas by now.”

      Daphne drops her head back and cackles in a way that draws my smile out of hiding. “I’m going to go talk to him. How do my boobs look?”

      I lower my gaze to her cleavage hanging out of her one-piece suit. “Very perky.”

      “Fabulous!” She starts to push up from the lounge when a petite blonde in a barely-there bikini walks up to the man in question and throws her arms around him possessively before pressing her lips to his.

      “See!” I point at them. “Already taken…and she looks like a real Mensa candidate.”

      Oh, hell, that sounded mean.

      Daphne lowers her glasses to look at me. “Wow, that was harsh.”

      “Shit. It was. I didn’t mean that. I’m sure she’s a lovely, very intelligent girl. She just reminds me of the girl Barry…you know. I’m just in a shitty mood.” I heave out a sigh and lie down completely, trying to get that image out of my head. “Being here is not what I anticipated.”

      Daphne lays a hand on my arm. “How so?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I thought it would help me get over Barry and what happened. Like, I could use the trip as a way to celebrate being free of his bullshit. But instead…it’s really all I can think about.”

      “Girl, you just need to move on and let it go.” She squeezes my arm supportively. “He is not worth all of this and never was. I’m pretty sure I told you that years ago.”

      “You were biased against him and never even gave him a chance.”

      She shakes her head and takes a sip of her drink. “That’s not true. I did give him a chance. And he failed. The first night I met him, he was just so boring. Like, I’ve never met a man who could talk about such boring things for so long with so much enthusiasm.”

      I chuckle to myself despite wanting to be mad about her saying that because it’s true. “But he was nice and sweet. And he treated me well. And he had a great job. And we wanted the same things and—”

      She points at me. “And that right there is the problem.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re dating the wrong men. You have been for a long time.”

      I take a long pull off my margarita. “How so?”

      She props her head up on her hand. “You know, men you think are ‘safe.’ Don’t you remember what you were like in college? All the fun guys you dated?”

      “Yeah, of course I do, and look where that got me.” I spread out my hands. “On what is supposed to be my honeymoon…with you…because the asshole cheated.”

      “But you had fun. You went out and did things. You were happy.”

      “I was happy with Barry.”

      She shakes her head, again. “No, you weren’t. You convinced yourself you were.”

      I push up into a sitting position, pull off my glasses, and glare at her. “What is this, Attack Bridget Day?” I glance at her half-empty drink. “Or maybe you had too many of those.”

      The defensiveness comes out of nowhere, and I can’t seem to push it back down. This is what Barry and his betrayal have done to me. Making me snap at my best friend who I always talk like this with. But today, in this place, I just can’t seem to rein it in.

      Her shoulders rise and fall. “Maybe you haven’t had enough to see that I’m not attacking you. I’m trying to get you to see reason, so you don’t make the same mistake again. I don’t want you to get hurt like this ever again. I love you too much to see you suffer.”

      And suffer I have.

      First, finding out what Barry did. Then having to cancel the wedding and explain to all the guests why. If Mom and Dad had been alive to see it…I can’t even imagine how awful telling them would have been. They would have been so disappointed but supportive. Dad might have tried to kill Barry, though, and Mom might have been right at his side—partners in crime for life.

      Now I’m here being forced to witness all the things I thought I had but were just a pipe dream walking about hand in hand, all lovey dovey.

      Maybe I do need more to drink.

      Our server passes by us, but I push to my feet. “Oh, sir?”

      He turns back. “Yes, ma’am. Do you need another drink?”

      My eyes zero in on the full bottle of tequila and stack of glasses on his tray he’s likely bringing to the small group sitting down by the fire pit further down the beach. “According to her”—I point to Daphne—“I need several.” I reach out and grab the bottle from the tray. “Please, bill my room for this and apologize to whoever was supposed to get it for the wait for the replacement.”

      He watches me stalk off in the sand, mouth agape.

      Daphne jerks up from her chair. “Wait, where are you going?”

      I turn back to her and hold up the bottle. “Wherever the hell I want to. It’s bad enough I have to be here right now; I don’t need you reminding me of all the mistakes I’ve made in my life.” I jiggle the bottle back and forth. “So, I’m going to take your advice and have a few drinks. Maybe I’ll find good old fun Bridget at the bottom of this bottle.”

      Before she responds or tries to apologize, I storm off through the sand toward a tall copse of palm trees along the far edge of the beach in front of our hotel.

      There has to be somewhere more secluded. Somewhere I can get away from all the happy couples and the kissing and the romance and just…think about something other than Barry or what Daphne just said.

      Her words ring in my ears, growing louder and louder with every step I take to the trees.

      Am I dating the wrong men?

      My entire dating history flashes through my head, from the high school boyfriends to the college ones, then the few very serious relationships I had prior to meeting Barry. The men definitely changed—Daph isn’t wrong about that. I got older and wanted different things.

      But did I settle?

      I hate that her words hit their mark. I’m not ignorant to the fact that Barry wasn’t perfect, but he loved me and I loved him. At least, I thought we were in love. I loved the idea of him.

      That has to count for something, right?

      If what Daphne says is true, when did I stop being fun?

      Two dates immediately come to mind—the ones that changed my life forever. When I lost Mom and then Dad so quickly, one after the other, it did change me. I can’t deny that. The only family I ever had was gone, and I desperately wanted a new one—with Barry.

      Even if he was apparently fucking someone else.

      What I wouldn’t give to have Mom with me on this trip. She’d know just what to say.

      I traipse across the beach, having no clue where I’m headed. The trees loom up ahead, palms and other ones I can’t identify. Shadows collect between them, covering the sand and leaf-filled ground.

      Walking away alone into the unknown while vacationing in a foreign country isn’t the best idea, but Daphne just said I needed to loosen up.

      Exploring will be good for me.

      Daphne is wrong. I’m still fun. I tear off the clear foil at the top of the tequila bottle, yank out the stopper, and take a swig of the harsh liquid. It burns my throat, and I sputter out a cough that carries through the trees now surrounding me, but I don’t even care at this point.

      Why bother?

      Caring about anything only hurts in the end.
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      The last rays of the setting sun trickle along the water toward the shore—orange, red, and yellow stretching across the waves like fingers reaching out toward me. I bury my toes deeper into the soft, warm sand, resisting the urge to go wade into the inviting ocean.

      God, I never want to leave this beach.

      It’s the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen—white sand, perfectly clear blue water, tall palms waving in the light breeze, providing exactly the seclusion I need right now. Getting away from that crowded tourist trap and Daphne was the right move. Some of the tension has lifted already just being in this place.

      The beauty of this pristine, tucked-away inlet is only surpassed by the glorious view I have of the surfer riding the last waves of the day. He’s been out there carving the swells flawlessly for hours, since I first stumbled out of the seemingly-never-ending trees and onto the white sand here. And he’s really fucking good.

      At least, I think he is.

      What the hell do I know about surfing?

      Coming from a land-locked state like Colorado hasn’t given me much opportunity to learn anything about it, but I’ve seen enough snowboarders on their asses on the slopes to understand how hard it is to balance there—imagine doing it on moving water without your feet strapped down.

      Nope.

      I can barely walk straight without losing my balance—even without all the tequila in my system—so sports are strictly off my agenda as anything but a spectator. Though, it almost seems wrong sitting here, watching him like this, ogling his masculine form bending and arching and twisting with ease, as if he were born to do it, one with the waves and the slick board beneath his bare feet. I shift to try to shake off the feeling like I’m intruding on some super personal, intimate moment and activity no one is meant to witness. I can’t tear my gaze off him or from the way he almost makes love to the waves, pouring all his passion into what he’s doing.

      Get up and walk away, Bridget. Leave the poor man alone.

      It feels wrong to watch, yet I can’t manage to get my body to move. Then again, everything has felt wrong for so long I don’t know what’s right anymore.

      Did I ever?

      There’s a definite possibility I’ve been doing this whole “living” thing wrong the whole time; though, I’m not ready to admit that yet. Not to myself or to Daphne.

      Maybe with a bit more alcohol…

      My fingers curl tightly around the bottle of cheap tequila at my side, and I bring it to my lips and suck back the harsh liquid. The burn down my throat is welcome. It helps keep me grounded in the present instead of thinking about the past. This beautiful beach and the beautiful surfer—who seems to be riding this wave in.

      Shit.

      I glance around me at the small beach surrounded by towering palms. There’s nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide the fact I’ve been gawking at him for the last couple of hours while I drank myself silly.

      Well, crap. What does it matter if he catches me?

      Another long pull from the bottle helps inject more courage into my veins, and I set the bottle down at my side and drop my hand behind me in the sand to lean back and watch him come out of the waves.

      Jesus.

      Heat curls low in my belly as the Adonis steps out of the water. Rivulets descend over his perfect pecs down across his washboard abs and those little V things that make women—including me, even though I hate to admit how superficial it is to obsess over a damn body part—go a little gaga. He raises a chiseled arm, the thick bicep muscle flexing with the movement, shoves his hand through his soaking-wet, sandy-blond hair, and shakes free the excess water.

      Fuck.

      Screw the beach. This man is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And his eyes, bluer than the Mediterranean waters he just exited, are locked on me. One corner of his perfectly luscious mouth twitches, almost like he’s containing a smile, before he turns and leans down to grab his surfboard from the wet sand, giving me the perfect view of his back.

      Damn, his ass looks good in those board shorts.

      I bite my lip to keep from saying it out loud or releasing some embarrassing moan.

      It’s been far too long…

      And even when I was getting it, it wasn’t on the regular. Plus the man was nothing like this. The surfer god practically oozes sex in a way that makes me finally understand why some women so easily lose their panties for a stranger.

      Some women. Definitely not me. Not safe, conservative Bridget.

      Bridget dates lawyers and actuaries who do nothing Earth-shattering to her undergarments.

      I can’t even remember the last time I had sex doggy style.

      Mediocre-at-best sex and boring daily life—that is adult, responsible Bridget.

      Which is why I take another drink while watching him and waiting for some sort of reaction from him to discovering me gaping at him.

      He slowly wanders over to a towel and bag I hadn’t even noticed tucked up against a tree at the edge of the open beach and leans his board against the trunk, seemingly unconcerned with my presence or what I’ve been doing here.

      Maybe he’ll leave and we can just pretend I wasn’t creeping on him.

      That would be a whole lot easier for my ego to stomach than him potentially confronting me and calling me out on my unladylike behavior.

      If it comes to that, blame the tequila.

      ALWAYS blame the tequila.

      That’s my new motto.

      I wish I could use it to excuse the mess my life has become over the last six months, but that’s all on me.

      One hundred percent.

      Yet, here I am, getting myself into another situation that could go south very fast. The last thing I want is to have a confrontation with a stranger in a foreign country. Americans already have a bad rep; I don’t need to add to it. Nor could I emotionally deal with any sort of conflict with a local that could land me in a Lovolian prison. I’m not cut out for the big house. I had to remind myself of that several times recently, when my anger at he who shall not be named bubbles up through the wall of impassivity I try so hard to maintain.

      My sexy beach-mate grabs a phone from inside his bag and scowls, his fingers flying quickly over the screen before he shoves it away and releases a heavy sigh I can hear even ten feet away from him. He turns back to me and approaches casually with the last remaining drops of seawater glistening and dancing across his sun-bronzed skin.

      The object of my ogling stops a few feet in front of me, the fading summer sun hitting him in profile—one half of his face in shadow, one half bright. A dichotomy I feel deep in my soul lately.

      His gaze darts between me and the half-empty bottle of tequila before his eyes narrow. “This is a private beach. You need to get drunk and do your sight-seeing somewhere else.”

      Oh shit.

      I swallow thickly, trying to get my mouth to form a response but nothing wants to come.

      So busted.
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      I try my best to keep the humor out of my voice but am close to failing. The beautiful brunette sprawled out on the sand stares up at me with a combination of fear and interest swirling in her vibrant evergreen eyes.

      A win-win for me.

      I assumed the little dot I could see on the beach was another local trespassing, but there’s no way she’s from here. If she were, I would recognize her. Hopefully, in the Biblical sense. Those striking eyes which assess me so deeply and that banging body the bikini can hardly contain are definitely things I would never forget had I seen her before.

      She’s definitely a tourist, and given the confusion furrowing her brow, she doesn’t recognize me. If she did, she wouldn’t be on her arse in the sand. She opens her mouth and closes it but doesn’t make a move to get up. “I…shit. I’m sorry.” Her gaze bounces around the small beach. “I didn’t know. There are no signs.” Her eyes dart over toward my bag. “You didn’t call the cops, did you?” She scrubs her hands over her face and releases a deep groan. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      I fight the smirk pulling at my lips and ignore her question. There is no way I’m about to discuss what I was doing on my phone a moment ago. That would only lead to questions that would complicate things. And I am so damn sick of complications. The entire reason I’m out here tonight is to escape them. “There are no signs because everyone knows. This is my family’s beach.”

      The beautiful intruder shakes her head, her brows rising. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to trespass. I’m just here with a friend and…”

      She sucks in a deep breath and squeezes her eyes shut, lifting the bottle of shitty tequila and shrugging apologetically.

      This time, my chuckle slips out before I can stop it. “If you’re going to feel sorry for yourself and get drunk, you should be doing it with good booze. Not that.”

      A smile cracks her full, pink bow lips, a bit of her reservation and fear slipping away. “I know. This stuff is shit.”

      She’s right. It is. But it’ll do.

      I lower myself next to her on the still-warm sand that will soon begin to cool.

      She watches me with wide, uncertain eyes. “What are you doing?”

      I lean back on my elbows and stare out at the darkening water. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      Should be obvious.

      Just in case it isn’t, I hold out my hand and wait. She stares at it for a second, then shrugs and passes me the bottle. I take a swig, wincing.

      This shit might as well be gasoline.

      I hand the bottle back to her with a grimace. “It’s much better with a lime.”

      She laughs, a light, carefree tinkling sound which floats through the desolate night and takes a sip of the swill. “Don’t I know it?”

      “So, what brings you out to my beach tonight, drinking alone?”

      Though Lovolia is by far one of the safest countries in the Mediterranean as far as tourism goes, a woman like this wandering around alone on a secluded beach probably isn’t a good idea—especially not when alcohol is in the mix.

      Those expressive eyes glance over at me skeptically and one eyebrow wings up. “You think I’m going to tell some random stranger my life story?”

      I shrug and extend my right hand to her. “Fyn.”

      She stares at it for a moment, almost like she isn’t sure what she’s supposed to be doing with it, then finally takes it with her small hand and shakes gently. “Bridget.”

      A jolt of something flows from where our palms meet, raising the hair on my arm and sending goosebumps pebbling across my still-damp skin. I tighten my grip, not ready to release her just yet, enjoying the warmth her hand pressed to mine provides. Her pupils dilate slightly, and her tongue slips out across her lips.

      Fuck.

      Why is that so hot?

      I release her hand before I can let my mind drift to all the reasons it is and smirk. “Now we aren’t strangers anymore, and you can tell me.”

      She snort-laughs, and the sound goes straight to my dick.

      Dammit, that shouldn’t be so cute.

      With a sigh, she passes me the bottle again and shoves her hands through her windswept hair. “This was supposed to be my honeymoon.”

      I pause with the bottle halfway to my lips, raising my brows. “Well, hell. What happened?”

      She leans back onto her elbows in the sand, staring out at the ocean. “Six months ago, my fiancé decided he’d rather bang his secretary than me.”

      “Ouch.”

      That deserves a big drink. Several bottles even.

      I take a pull of the bitter liquor in her honor and try not to think about the whole shitshow that is marriage. Bridget’s experience is only the tip of the iceberg in terms of the drama that seems to swirl around love, commitment, and expectations.

      If she only knew…

      “Yep. Thank God I’m on birth control and never had a baby with that piece of shit. You have no idea how fucking embarrassing it is to have to go to your doctor and get tested for STDS because your fiancé was sticking his dick in other holes.”

      That deserves another long drink on her behalf. This poor woman has been through a lot. It almost makes Mother and Father’s set ups seem like a walk in the park.

      “This honeymoon”—she sweeps her arm out toward the water—“to the beautiful tiny island nation of Lovolia, was nonrefundable. So, I brought my best friend with me for a girls’ trip.”

      Not a bad idea.

      No sense in wasting an amazing holiday just because some guy was a total douche.

      But there isn’t any sign of her best friend.

      I scan the beach one more time to ensure I’m not missing anything. “Then why are you drinking alone?”

      Her assessing gaze meets mine and she holds out her hand for the bottle instead of answering immediately. I pass it to her, and she takes a long drink of the tequila, hisses through her teeth, and coughs.

      She clears her throat fully and shakes her head, almost like she doesn’t want to say it. “Because she said something to me that was absolutely right, and I didn’t want to hear it.”

      I release a sardonic laugh. “Sounds familiar.”

      Way too familiar.

      It seems more and more lately that Mother and Father—and even Lev—have made it their daily duty to remind me of all the things I don’t want to hear.

      Some best friend he is…

      Life would be so much easier if people didn’t feel the need to hit me in the face with harsh reality—apparently, for Bridget, too. But she can’t possibly be dealing with the same kind of bullshit weighing on me.

      “What did she say?”

      Bridget sighs and lies back to stare up at the darkening sky. “That the reason it didn’t work out with my fiancé, the reason that none of my relationships ever have in recent years, is because I’m always going for the wrong guy.”

      “Who’s the wrong guy?”

      Her shoulders rise and fall slightly. “Grounded. Safe. My fiancé was an actuary.”

      I cringe and grab the bottle to take a sip of the tequila. “Sounds boring as fuck.”

      She chuckles and drops her head to the side to look at me. “He was. But it’s what I thought I wanted.”

      “That’s not what you want anymore?”

      She rolls her head away from me again. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve always been an adventurous person. Someone who loves traveling and taking risks. At least, I was in college and for a few years after. But I forced myself to believe that wasn’t the way to find the right guy. Someone dependable. Someone who would be with me forever. So, I gave that up and accepted that adults don’t live like that. That I couldn’t.”

      Something stirs inside my chest at her words. Something unfamiliar, exciting, and terrifying.

      Shit.
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      I must be insane to have told that to a total stranger I met on the beach—a beach I’m apparently not even supposed to be on at all. Although, I guess Fyn isn’t a total stranger if I know his name. And he certainly doesn’t feel like a stranger.

      Five minutes lying on the sand talking to him and he listens to me better than that asshole Barry ever did.

      I can’t believe I was going to marry a guy named Barry.

      He wore white socks with sandals.

      What in the hell was I thinking?

      That alone should have been a sign.

      But I ignored it, just like I did so many things that should have warned me I was with the wrong man and heading toward heartache. I let the little things that irked me and grated on my nerves go because I wanted to have the picture-perfect life. I wanted the doting husband, the kids, the white picket fence, the nightly dinners around the family table, the summer cabin in the mountains. I wanted it all so badly that I let myself settle for a man I was lukewarm about—just because I thought he wanted it all with me, too.

      Apparently, fucking not.

      What he wanted was to bang his assistant at the office and then come home to me and be “too tired” to do anything other than sit on the couch and watch the news.

      If I hadn’t gone in to bring him lunch that day, would I have even noticed things had changed between us, or would I have kept going through the motions, leaving things unsaid because I didn’t want to rock what I thought was a steady boat?

      Rather than having to admit the answer to myself, I take another swig of the awful tequila. The burn washes away at least some of the embarrassment of coming clean to the not-such-a-stranger next to me on the sand who has suddenly gone quiet.

      I chance a glance in his direction. His blue eyes bore into me in the last fading sunlight.

      The way he’s staring at me makes heat spread through my limbs despite the air starting to slightly cool around us. “What?”

      One corner of his mouth curls slightly.

      I could look away, end the intensity of whatever this is, but I can’t seem to. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      He shifts a bit closer to me and pushes a loose strand of hair behind my ear. The gentle and shockingly familiar touch from someone I just met sends a rush between my legs I haven’t felt in a long time.

      That sexy grin plays at his lips. “I was just thinking that what you want sounds pretty great.”

      “I didn’t say what I want.”

      He nods slowly and brushes his thumb across my lips lightly. “Yeah, you did. Someone who wants to go on adventures with you. Someone with the same love of the unknown, exploring and finding joy in life wherever and whatever it might be.”

      Well, shit.

      My heart skips a beat, and I struggle to suck in a breath.

      How can a complete stranger understand all those things I want when even I didn’t until recently? How can this man’s touch awaken something I thought died within me with Barry’s betrayal?

      I swallow against my suddenly dry throat. “For someone I just met, you seem to know an awful lot about me.”

      And it’s unnerving and invigorating in a way I can’t even fathom.

      The kind of spark and pull I always read about in romance novels and never believed could happen in real life.

      Now, maybe it’s just the tequila talking.

      More than likely, it is. But maybe, just maybe, I’m not imagining this.

      Maybe all the drama with Barry was fate leading me here to this tiny island and a handsome surfer who listens to my problems and doesn’t judge me.

      He sighs and turns onto his side to face me, propping his head on his hand. “I recognize a kindred spirit. I’ve been in your place. Hell, still am.” His eyes take on a faraway look, like he’s somewhere else entirely for a moment. “I have family expectations. Requirements and traditions. Things I don’t agree with and have always rebelled against.” His gaze meets mine again. “You put yourself in a box by limiting your dreams. I’ve been shoved into one to stifle mine.”

      The longing for his own life and disdain for the one his family wants for him are so thick in his words, they’re almost living, breathing things.

      “So, what do you do? How do you handle it?”

      Because right now, it feels like I’m drowning.

      Even after six months, I can’t seem to get a grip on where I’m supposed to be, what I’m supposed to be doing. Going through the motions at work, handling PR for other people to make them and their businesses look great while my life is a mess feels so…false.

      He smirks and flicks out a hand toward the water. “By escaping here. By letting it all go while I’m out on the waves and forgetting everything I should be worrying about for a few hours.”

      “But what about when you have to go back to ‘real life?’ How do you deal with being shoved into that box?”

      A long sigh slips from his lips, and he pushes his wavy hair back off his forehead. “Not very well, apparently.”

      I grin at him. “Same. I’m in PR and it seems like I’m always cleaning up someone else’s mess while I’m a complete disaster. Sometimes, it’s so much easier to deal with other people’s problems than your own, right?”

      Fyn nods. “You have hit the nail on the head. I go through the motions, do what’s required of me, at least, the bare minimum, but if you ask my parents, they’ll tell you I’m out of control and an embarrassment to them.” He lifts one shoulder and lets it fall almost nonchalantly, even though the topic of conversation is far from casual or anything to be swept under the rug. “The only thing worse than feeling like a failure is having someone else believe you’re one, too.”

      Damn.

      He does understand.

      It’s why what Daphne said to me tonight stung so much and why I’ve been drowning myself in tequila. She didn’t exactly call me a failure—and she never would use those words. But that’s how it felt to hear her point out my relationship mistakes—and in turn, my life mistakes. It almost makes me glad Mom and Dad aren’t around to see it. While I crave their support and would give anything to have even one more day with them, if they were disappointed in me, even a little, for what I’ve done with my life, I don’t think I could handle it.

      Fyn gets me so easily because he’s been in the same position. He’s suffered the same way I have—though, he probably didn’t walk in on his fiancé banging the secretary. Even so, the pain of it—what he and I have both endured—slams me full-on, and I reach out to him and press my palm against his warm skin, over his heart.

      I shouldn’t be touching him, shouldn’t be focusing so intently on his heart beating steadily under my hand. I definitely shouldn’t want to kiss this man who—let’s face it—is a total stranger I just met on the damn beach in a foreign country.

      He raises his hand to cup my cheek, and a deep shudder rolls through me. I lean into the heat of his palm, comforting and exhilarating. The crackle of energy I felt when I shook his hand earlier buzzes between us now, dragging me toward him as strong and inevitable as the tide forcing the water toward shore.

      It’s stupid and reckless. It’s something I absolutely shouldn’t do. It’s something the old me, the much younger, carefree, adventurous me, would have done long before Barry, but I’ve done nothing but make shit decisions for so long, maybe what I think is right never has been. Maybe I should take full advantage of this moment, this beach, this man, and let the chips fall where they may. It’s what Daphne suggested—fun, hot, vacation sex.

      What’s the worst that could happen?

      If he meant me ill-will, he’s had every opportunity to either kick me off the beach or do something much worse. But I’ve never felt this safe before. This right.

      I close the distance between us and stop my mouth only a hairsbreadth from his. Fire burns across the blue of his eyes, and he brushes his thumb over my lips again. Slowly. Almost reverently.

      Something passes between us. Deep. Powerful. Unquestionable.

      His mouth comes crashing down on mine, taking my breath and stealing my soul along with it. My chest aches with a need I’ve never felt before, one I didn’t even know existed, and he drags me against him with a satisfied little groan. His tongue begs for entry, and there’s no denying I want him everywhere. Over me. Inside me. Consuming me and dominating me. Showing me what I’ve been missing in my life this entire time. Giving me what I truly need.

      In his eyes, I see someone who sees me. Who sees who I am and what I want. Who understands why I need this even though others may say it’s ridiculously impulsive and a huge mistake.

      Fuck what they think. They’re the assholes who wanted me to marry Barry.
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      Her lips part easily beneath mine, and her legs slide open, allowing me to settle between them, my instantly hard cock pressing against her core.

      Sweet fuck.

      I’m not even inside her yet, and already, my head spins and my body dangles over the edge of control. This woman—who I had intended to throw off my beach in the most commanding manner when I first walked out of the waves and saw she was watching me—has hit a nerve. She has reached down to something deep in my soul, something I didn’t think anyone else would ever understand and held it in her hands protectively. Because she gets it. She understands what it means to think you have to be one thing, to push aside your own desires to do what’s expected of you. And she knows how miserable a life that can be.

      No one else has ever been able to grasp that, fully. Even Lev, who has always stood by my side, protecting me and my interests, insists I should be more amenable to what Mother and Father ask of me. He tries to encourage me to pick my battles in a way that won’t rock the boat too much and won’t put me at odds with them constantly. He’s often the voice of reason, even if I don’t always want to accept what he has to say.

      But there is no voice of reason right now. No one whispering in my ear, offering me advice I’m likely to ignore.

      Quite the opposite.

      Bridget is the antithesis of reason.

      She’s a breath of fresh air when I’ve been suffocating inside my own skin. The relief I so badly need from the stress and strife surrounding me. A way to eliminate the weight of my position, to pretend it doesn’t rule my life, even if only for a single night.

      And fuck…do I need it.

      A tiny moan slips from her mouth into mine, and her fingers twist in my hair. The sharp bite of tequila, the sweet taste of her lips and tangle of her tongue with mine make my cock twitch and strain against my board shorts. I’ve always prided myself on my control. It’s the only thing that prevents me from losing my shit every damn day when demands are made of me, but tonight, that control has slipped so far away, it might as well be lost out in the waves crashing to the shore only feet from us.

      Many have accused me of being reckless, of giving no consideration to my position or how my actions affect everyone around me. And they may be right. For years, my indiscretions with members of the fairer sex were tabloid fodder and a stain on the Yates family reign. I partied. I fucked. I drove too fast and drank too much, sleeping off my hangovers instead of attending meetings and events I was expected to make appearances at on behalf of the crown. I’ve grown up some since then, tried to step into my role as the heir, no matter how hard it might be. But some will always see me that way, and this would be just another mark in that column, more proof of their case against me in the court they control.

      Sex on the beach with a tourist—the ultimate slap in their faces.

      Fuck them.

      But this isn’t about that. It isn’t about proving a point. It’s about finding someone who makes me feel free for one fucking moment. About making her feel good and wanted, to help her forget the reason she came to Lovolia and why she downed half a bottle of tequila. And I intend to feel it all with her, without any reservations or barriers.

      This isn’t something that can be stopped. When her hand met mine, it was like being struck by lightning, different from anything I’ve felt with any other woman in all my years on this planet. Her open vulnerability and willingness to tell me her deepest, darkest truths. Her desire for the same things I want in life and in this moment. It’s…intoxicating.

      Though maybe that’s the cheap-ass tequila talking.

      Whether it’s pure lust or the alcohol lowering our inhibitions is irrelevant. There’s no denying what we both want. Even if it’s just for tonight—one night where I can be someone else and let go of everything expected of me—it will be one seared into my memory for the remainder of the miserable life I’ll have to lead, pretending that what they want for me mirrors what I want. It may be all I get—a few hours of bliss in the arms of a beautiful woman who is so down to earth and sweet it makes me want to protect her and defile her all at the same time.

      Her hips undulate underneath me, grinding herself against my length, seeking the same friction my own body demands. I slip my hand between us and down to the ties of her bikini bottom. My fingers tug at the tiny strings at each side until they fall away, and I pull the skimpy fabric from her.

      A cool breeze off the dark water floats over us, a sharp and welcome contrast to our warm skin, which only blazes hotter the longer we kiss and explore each other. I slide the tip of my finger through her wetness and up around her clit. She gasps and jerks against me, her hands tightening on my neck.

      Fuck.

      She’s so responsive.

      So needy.

      Just as desperate as I am.

      And it is sexy as hell.

      A woman who wants me as badly as I want her—and not for the wrong reasons. Not because she wants something from me. Because she expects something. Because she has dreams of what a future with me might be like.

      This is just pure need.

      Her nails score at the back of my neck as I tangle my tongue with hers. The contented little moan in the back of her throat makes my cock leak.

      I push two fingers inside her easily, and she tightens around them almost immediately. “Fuck, Bridget…your pussy is so fucking wet for me.”

      Her answering moan makes me almost blow my load like some bumbling virgin. “More.”

      Definitely more.

      Everything.

      That’s what I want.

      A life that’s my own. A woman who wants me for me. Someone who craves the same things in life. I want a woman like Bridget. I want Bridget. And while taking her here on this beach isn’t the most gentlemanly thing to do, I’m going to do it, anyway. Because the heat radiating between us is going to combust if we don’t give in to our desires.

      Still, I force myself to pull my mouth away from hers. Her eyes fly open, and her lust-soaked gaze follows my hands as I reach for the tie of my trunks.

      “You sure you want to do this, Bridget? Let me fuck you right here on this beach?”

      Her tongue darts out to lick her lips. In the faint light of the rising full moon, she spreads her legs, and fuck if it isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen laid out before me.

      “Yes, Fyn. Please…”

      Hell.

      This wouldn’t be the right time or place for this for most people. But it’s right for us.

      I remove my board shorts, resettle between her legs, and align myself. The head of my cock brushing through her arousal makes me grit my teeth before my lips find hers in another searing kiss. I nudge into her slowly, her body welcoming me warmly. She groans and shifts, pressing one foot against my lower back to try to force me in deeper.

      There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.

      I push into her in one long, slow thrust. A gasp tumbles from her lips, and she clings to my shoulders as I bury myself to the hilt. Her scorching wet heat envelops my flesh, and she clenches around me, arching to take me further than I ever thought possible.

      I grit my teeth again and suck in a breath to try to find my control. “Fuck, Bridget…”

      She mewls in my ear and tightens around my cock. “Move.”

      That word from her mouth is like throwing gasoline on the inferno already raging inside me. I drag myself out and plunge back into her, rocking her back onto the soft sand as I bury my hand into it to try to get some leverage.

      “Oh, God.” Her cry into the night air gets swallowed by the rushing water of the incoming tide. It’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard.

      And when she moves her hips in time with my rhythm, rolling and cresting like waves battering the shore, I’ve finally found Heaven here on Earth.
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      Fyn is in me, on me, and all around me. Every breath I take in, the salty sea air combines with a taste that’s all him…and the sharp bite of tequila still lingering on his tongue. The head of his cock drags along my G-spot, and I groan and arch closer into him, scoring his bare back with my nails.

      I grab his tight ass and wrap my ankles around his lower back, urging him forward harder and faster. It’s too much and not enough. Exactly what I had been running from and precisely what I needed—complete freedom to live my life however I want to.

      Starting right here.

      With this feeling. This experience. This man.

      Both of us chase a release from the tension in our lives that brought us together in the first place. All the reasons not to do this are long forgotten. Only pleasure remains.

      Heat spreads through my limbs, centering on the spot where our bodies are connected. He drives into me relentlessly, taking as much as he gives, demanding and passionate in a way I never knew it could be.

      Fyn kisses his way up the side of my neck until his warm breath fans across my ear. “You’re fucking beautiful, Bridget, and your cunt wrapped around my cock is sheer fucking bliss. I want you to come for me so I can feel it through my cock.”

      Sweet mother of God that’s hot.

      Goosebumps traverse a path along my burning skin, and he pulls the lobe into his mouth, sucking it gently before sharply biting down. The flash of pain acts like a lightning bolt straight to my clit.

      “Oh, fuck!” The strangled words tumble from my mouth as a cataclysmic explosion erupts inside me. Wave after wave of pleasure crash over my body, mimicking the ones along the sand so close to us.

      He captures my cry between his lips and groans my name as he pushes into me once, twice, three times before he shoves in hard and deep one final time and stills, our bodies fused together like they’re meant to be like this.

      Fyn collapses on top of me and buries his face in the crook of my neck. His warm breath flutters against my cheek. Our heaving chests move as one, our beating hearts thudding in time, my hands resting on his broad, muscular shoulder blades.

      A cool breeze ruffles the palms surrounding the beach and helps chill my heated skin and calm my breathing. The haze of lust that’s enveloped me begins to clear, and stars start to appear in the dark sky above us—or maybe they’ve been there for a while and I’ve just been too preoccupied to notice them until now.

      Flickering brightly against the onyx backdrop, it’s so hard to comprehend how far away they truly are, like how far away I feel in this moment from everything I left behind back home. I could never see stars like this in Denver. The light pollution from the city drowns out so much of this beauty, but here in Lovolia, the small population has gone out of its way to keep it at bay, to preserve the pristine nature of the island and places like this beach and the sky above us. It’s one of the reasons it’s become such a popular tourist destination, and why I chose it for our honeymoon when Barry would have preferred somewhere closer to home—and likely far more boring.

      This is absolute perfection, like discovering Eden.

      I could stare up at the immaculate sky for hours, lightly brushing my fingers up and down Fyn’s spine while his heart slows as mine does the same. We lie on the cool sand for several minutes, a comfortable silence settling over us.

      It shouldn’t be this easy, this right.

      Not with someone I don’t know.

      Not when it never did with the man I was going to spend the rest of my life with.

      I guess it’s true what everyone says: hindsight is twenty-twenty. There were so many things I should have seen, should have felt, things that should have let me know I was making a mistake. But I was either too blind to see them or intentionally blind to them because I thought it was the old me just looking for reasons not to settle down.

      But now that I’ve done this. Now that I’ve felt this, even just once, I don’t know how I lived like that for so long.

      Fyn finally stirs, pushes up onto his elbow, and looks down at me, his eyes shimmering like the rising moon on the water. He brushes sweat-dampened hair off my forehead and kisses me languidly.

      So different. Unhurried. Like we’ve finally caught up to whatever we’ve been chasing and can just breathe and relax for a moment.

      I don’t want it to end.

      I don’t want any of this to end. This night. This trip. This feeling.

      Maybe if I keep my eyes closed and just let him kiss me, it can go on forever…

      It’s a wonderful dream, one I let myself fall into as our lips move together, our bodies still connected, until he slowly pulls away, and I open my eyes and stare up into his.

      A relaxed, confident smile spreads across his face. “Well, that was—”

      Bright lights fall across the beach from somewhere behind us, and Fyn jerks back and glances up toward the narrow path through the trees that must lead to the nearest road. The roar of multiple engines fills the once silent night air.

      He shoves a hand through his hair and winces. “Shit.”

      “What is it?”

      “We’re about to have company.”

      Company?

      He withdraws his semi-hard cock from inside me with a pained look, pushes off me and to his feet, and rushes to pull on his board shorts that we unceremoniously tossed to the side. I peek behind us toward the noise and lights just in time to see about a dozen men in what appear to be military uniforms racing onto the beach through the trees, led by an older silver-haired man in black fatigues with a harsh scowl on his lips.

      “Fyn?” I turn my attention to him where he stands only a foot from me, lit harshly by the headlights filtering in through the trees. “You called the cops on me?”

      He did text someone from his phone before coming over to talk to me earlier, but even the biggest asshole wouldn’t bang someone while waiting for the police.

      Right?

      Unease stirs in my belly, replacing the warm, contented fuzziness I had been basking in while staring at the stars.

      Fyn’s gaze darts to our visitors as he ties his shorts in place, his mouth twisting into an annoyed scowl. His trunks secured, he releases a heavy sigh, his muscular shoulders falling in resignation, and places his hands on his hips. “Not exactly.”

      I scramble for my bikini bottom in the sand next to me and get it righted as quickly as I can while Fyn’s response plays in my head. “What do you mean not exactly?”

      How can you not exactly call the cops?

      The man in the black fatigues approaches us, his hard eyes assessing the situation with clear judgment as I glance at him over my shoulder. “It’s time to come home.”

      Come home?

      I secure the ties on the sides of my suit bottom and turn back to the man who was just inside me. “Fyn, what the hell is going on?”

      “Fuck.” He scrubs a hand over his face, and cool-blue eyes which no longer hold the spark they did barely a moment ago find mine. “I’m so sorry, Bridget.”
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      Shit. I never meant for it to happen like this.

      Saying I’m sorry to Bridget feels wholly insufficient for the situation, like a damn cop-out for what’s about to happen, but there isn’t anything else I can say. Hopefully, she’ll understand when she learns the truth. It’s sure to give her an insight into some of what I’ve said tonight about my life—the expectations, the weight of the pressure on me to comply with what everyone wants from me.

      I turn to Manuel, pleading with my eyes so I don’t have to sound like I’m begging when I speak. “Give me a minute.”

      He scowls at me, the lines on his craggy, sun-weathered skin deepening as he considers me. “You’ve had more than enough time for your little escapade today, Your Royal Highness.”

      “Your Royal Highness?” Bridget’s mouth drops open, and she gapes from Manuel to me, likely too nervous to move, especially if she thinks the Royal Guard are the police.

      I cringe and cast a dirty look at Manuel. He did that intentionally—using my formal title.

      Thanks for that, asshole.

      With a hand up in apology, hoping to stop her from lashing out before I can explain, I approach Bridget where she is still sitting on the sand. “I’m sorry, Bridget. When I got out of the water, I saw all the missed calls and frantic texts from my mother, and I told her where I was because I didn’t want her sending out the entire goddamn guard looking for me.” I glance behind at Manuel and wave a hand in their direction. “But it seems she sent them, anyway.”

      “Your mother?” Her large green eyes dart around, confusion furrowing her soft brow. “Tell me what the hell is happening?”

      Manuel’s dark eyebrows pop up. “She doesn’t know who you are?”

      I cringe again and shake my head. Any Lovolian would have recognized me instantly, but given most of the tourists know little about the country or its royal family, the fact she didn’t isn’t a surprise.

      Still, this is not how I wanted her to find out. I hadn’t thought far enough ahead to plan how I would have done it, but it would not have been being interrupted by the Royal Guard and the truth being thrown in her face after amazing sex.

      Bridget gapes. “Who are you?”

      The hurt in the question and her gaze makes a vise tighten around my ribcage. This short time spent on the beach with Bridget has been the freest I’ve felt for years. The hope something else is out there, an escape from what Mother, Father, and my position demands of me had glimmered for a brief moment. Now, it’s been crushed under the boots of Manuel and the Royal Guard.

      I sigh and squeeze my eyes shut, opening them before I answer Bridget’s very reasonable question. “Crown Prince Fynix Michael Elander Yates of Lovolia, at your service.”

      “Oh, my God.” Her hand flies to her mouth, and her eyes widen, examining me like she hasn’t just explored my body very intimately already. “You’re the…”

      She can’t even form the words.

      And I’m sure everything I told her tonight is clicking together in pieces to form a completely different puzzle than the one she imagined. I’m not just some slacker surfer trying to get away from working a nine-to-five job. What I really face is so much worse.

      I drop to my knees in the sand and reach out for her, but she pulls back, shifting away from me, her mouth agape.

      “What the hell was this?” She waves between us almost frantically. “Some sort of joke?”

      “No.” I grab her hands, forcing her to stay still and not flee, hoping the connection we just shared is still there, that touching her will remind her of it. “Not at all. I just had to get away. From yet another setup. Another woman my parents wanted me to meet. I slipped my guard and came to the one place where I can always clear my head.”

      She nods slowly. “The beach.”

      I give her a sad smile. “You have no idea what it’s like living in a gilded cage.”

      She jerks out of my hold and moves even farther way. “You’re right. I don’t.” Her kiss-swollen lips press into a thin line, and she motions to Manuel and the other guardsmen standing right behind us. “But it seems you have important people waiting for you.”

      Shit.

      “Please, Bridget, it’s not like that.”

      Her eyebrows fly up incredulously. “It’s not like what? It’s not like you’re a prince and I’m a tourist he banged on the beach one night, drunk on cheap tequila?”

      Well, yeah…that is true. But…

      She shakes her head, squeezing her eyes closed. “Just go.”

      Any other woman would likely be thrilled right now to find out she had just hooked up with a royal. It would be a major feather in any cap, a potential way to secure a relationship with a prince or, for an unscrupulous person, to blackmail the royal family about going public with the bad behavior of the man next in line for the throne.

      But not Bridget. Not after what we just talked about, the connection we just had.

      It’s a betrayal to her that I didn’t come clean, and she thinks the worst of me, believes this is some sort of game I love to play with unsuspecting tourists to add another notch on my belt.

      Nothing is further from the truth.

      About what happened.

      About me.

      I want to explain, want to plead with her to listen, but I can’t do it here on the beach with our current company. We need to be alone, somewhere I can put in the time and effort to discuss this properly. I reach out for her again, but she points at the trucks, her silent inference obvious.

      I sigh and push to my feet, my heart falling to join the sand in a million shattered pieces. “Bridget, please let me explain.”

      The woman with whom I just shared the most amazing connection of my life, won’t even look at me.

      “Sir…” Manuel’s annoyed tone makes my jaw clench.

      He won’t hesitate to drag me home kicking and screaming if he has to. It’s his job—one he excels at. The fact that I managed to slip away from the guards and make it here must be eating away at him. He won’t permit it to go on any longer than necessary.

      I step around Bridget and toward the group of armed men waiting to take me back to the palace. But I can’t just walk away. I have to try one more time.

      Stopping at the edge of the sand, I look back at the one woman who managed to touch my heart. “Bridget…”

      Finally, she turns to look at me, the pain shimmering in her eyes with her unshed tears.

      “Come with me. Come to the palace.”

      We’ll figure it out there.

      She squeezes her eyes closed and takes a deep breath. Her bottom lip quivers, and when she opens her eyes to meet mine again, it’s obvious what her answer will be. “No. I can’t. Our worlds are too different. And I’m only here for a few more days. I have a life to get back to in the States, and you have a very important one here. Let’s not pretend this was anything more than it was—me, choosing the wrong man, again.”

      Her dismissal is like a knife to the gut.

      Maybe I completely misjudged this. Maybe I misjudged her. Maybe all she wanted was a one-time fling on the beach. No emotional entanglement. Something she can tell her friends about when she goes home. Something to remember after she meets another safe and boring man who will tie her down and turn her into a housewife. Maybe this was just a night where she could release her inner wild side.

      I only wish I could say the same and pretend I don’t care as I turn my back to follow my guards off the beach, leaving my heart behind in the sand to be washed away by the tide.
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        ONE YEAR LATER…

        BRIDGET

      

      

      The setting sun glints off the water the same way it did in this very spot one year ago, but this time, there’s no mysterious, sexy surfer out on the waves. Each swell brings with it more memories of that single night, the same ones that have haunted me for so long.

      The waves crashing to the shore also carry regret—for so many damn things.

      The way things happened that night.

      That I let myself dwell on it for so long.

      For all the things I did the last year that can’t be taken back.

      That for twelve months, I’ve tried to forget my time on the sand here with Prince Fynix, but I couldn’t, to the point Daphne finally forced me to come back to this beach to say goodbye, to get some closure for myself so I can move on from what that night did to me.

      As if it’s that easy.

      I clench my fists at my sides, my nails digging into my palms. The bite of pain grounds me, keeps me from tearing up like I have so many times.

      It was stupid to come back here.

      This place holds too much power over me.

      I recognized it the day Fyn left me on the beach while he walked away with his guards. I stayed rooted in the sand for what felt like hours, letting the cool breeze off the water dry the tears that streamed down my face and pounding more of the shitty tequila. It didn’t help ease the pain I felt from learning the truth.

      Every word we said to each other replayed in my head.

      How much of it was a lie?

      All of it?

      It was impossible not to believe it was just a game to him—toying with the unsuspecting American. Telling her whatever she wanted to hear in order to get her to give it up.

      By the time I finally managed to drag myself up and stumble back to the hotel—puffy eyes, sour stomach, and shattered heart—I had convinced myself it was all in my head. That everything was a lie. That he was a lie.

      I promised to never come back, to never think about this place or that night ever again. Yet, this place drew me back to it like a riptide. It wasn’t just Daphne’s nudge to come and end things in my mind. I couldn’t have stayed away much longer, anyway. And it only seemed fitting to come on the exact day we met here. Like saying goodbye exactly one year later would have more impact than if I had done it any other time.

      Only, instead of saying goodbye so Fyn can remain firmly in the past, I’m standing here wondering what would have happened if I had said yes. If I had taken his hand and his offer to go to the palace with him…

      Perhaps things could have been different.

      No, Bridget.

      I can’t let myself go there again. A man like Fyn would have tried to save face so I wouldn’t leave Lovolia with a vile story about being defiled by its prince. He would have done whatever it took to convince me our connection was real, then sent me on my way on my return flight to the US before quickly returning to whatever woman truly had his heart.

      That’s what would have happened, yet a tiny part of me had hoped, had wondered…

      If he thought about me.

      If he obsessed over that brief time we spent together the way I did.

      If he couldn’t forget the way I couldn’t.

      But that’s not why I’m here—to get stuck in childish fantasies. I take a deep breath of salty sea air and let it out slowly. Prince Fynix of Lovolia can have anyone he wants. He hasn’t spent the last year obsessing over a one-night fling on the sand with an American. He’s moved on.

      Why can’t I?

      It’s been impossible to ignore the pull of the man, to quelch the need to check up on him. To search the web for any mention of him or any photos.

      And boy…were there photos.

      Of him with every single female royal in the world, it seems. And then that blond princess. But it makes sense. That’s what Fyn needs. Someone who is from his world, who can be at his side and lead this country with grace and poise and who won’t bang a stranger on a beach.

      My stomach clenches at the familiar jealousy forming there. The wish—for a split second—that I could be someone else, something else. Enough. It’s the same way I felt every time I saw a picture of him over the last year, yet, I couldn’t stop myself from looking.

      It was like self-flagellation. Excruciating punishment for making that mistake, for letting go of who I was for that brief moment in time and just living. It was wrong, and I’ve suffered because of it.

      Fynix has rarely left my mind in the last year, so I don’t know what I imagined coming here would accomplish. To say goodbye to what never was and what can never be. And maybe one last breath of hope that he’d be here. Though I never wanted to admit that one to myself, let alone to Daphne. She would have raked me across the coals if she thought I was doing anything other than coming to let things go.

      That’s what has to happen.

      “Goodbye, Fyn.” My words float away on the light breeze, taking my heart with them.

      I take one last look at the beautiful view I’ll never see again and turn back toward the narrow path I took to get to the beach from the same place Fyn’s guards had parked that night.

      A familiar form steps from between the trees and slowly out into the fading sunlight.

      “Fyn?” My breath catches in my throat. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      He gives me that lopsided smile I haven’t been able to forget and takes two more steps toward me. “It’s my beach, remember?”

      Oh, shit.

      Private property of the crown. And I’m here again, uninvited, unwanted.

      “I’m sorry. I’m trespassing again. I—”

      “Jesus, Bridget.” He closes his eyes and shakes his head, sucking in a deep breath. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited to see you again.”

      What?

      His stormy-blue eyes meet mine again. A tempest rages inside them, something dark and tortured and almost frantic. “I’ve thought about you every day since you left. I…” He hesitates for a second, rubbing at the back of his neck. “I used my resources to track you down, to find out your full name and where you lived. Hell, I even stalked you on the bloody internet like some damn teenager.”

      Ditto, Fyn. I guess I don’t feel so bad about that part now.

      “And I’ve come here”—he points at the sand—“to this beach. To this spot. Every day for the last year.”

      “What?” My heart stalls, the only sound the rushing of the waves behind me. “Why?”

      My question hangs in the open air between us, heavy with so many others. Ones I’m afraid to voice because the answers may break me. Hope and fear war inside my heart—that I might have been right and that I might have been wrong.

      Each step closer Fyn takes, the more my chest tightens. He stops in front of me, looking every bit as devilishly handsome as he did that night, dressed in gray linen pants and a flowy white button-down shirt, a hint of his sun-bronzed chest peeking out of the open buttons.

      Slowly, cautiously, he reaches out and grips my biceps in his hands tenderly. “Because I wanted you to be here. I had some stupid hope somewhere deep down that you’d come back. And now you are here.”

      The hope in his voice shatters the heart that had just begun beating again. Because this only leads to one place—a massive dead end. “And now I’m here. But it doesn’t change anything.”
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      “Doesn’t change anything?”

      It takes a moment for her words to register in my brain, which is already struggling to process the shock of seeing her standing here on the very sand I now associate with her, her dress blowing in the breeze.

      What the hell is she talking about?

      “I don’t understand, Bridget. You’re here. This changes everything.”

      She breaks free of my hold and takes a step back, the pain in her eyes matching what I saw a year ago. “It was dumb of me to come back. I should’ve stayed away and pretended that what happened between us never did.”

      A sharp agony stabs through my heart at her words, and I rub at the ache, watching her move away from me—physically and emotionally. Whatever is going on in her head, it’s making her say things that don’t make sense.

      “How can you say that? How do you think you could possibly pretend nothing happened when I could never forget it?”

      She considers me for a moment, the fading sunlight silhouetting her in the most beautiful way, creating a halo around her, as if she, herself, were the bringer of light. Which she might just be, because for the first time in a long damn time, I feel hope for something more than what’s demanded of me.

      A solitary tear trickles down her cheek. She swipes it away aggressively, like she’s angry to be showing the emotion. “Because I’ve seen you. At all those events with that gorgeous woman—that princess. I’m just”—she shrugs slowly and throws up her hands—“nobody.” More tears fall as she looks at me and shakes her head, sending her hair floating around her. “I never was.”

      Her words hurt me far more than anything physical ever has. Like blows striking at my stomach, knocking the air from my lungs and the glimmer of hope I had from my heart.

      How can she think she’s nobody?

      For all her intelligence, Bridget doesn’t seem to be able to see the truth standing right in front of her.

      That’s my fault.

      I should have confessed my identity at the same moment I explained this was a private beach. I should have sent her and her bottle of tequila back to whatever hotel she was staying at and ensured she made it there safely. Then I should have gone home to Mother and Father, apologized for my behavior at lunch with King Reginald, and sworn to be more thoughtful in my actions.

      That’s what I should have done.

      Instead, I let the beach, and the tequila, and the beautiful woman with whom I had so much in common get under my skin and eliminate my ability to use my best judgment.

      But it’s a decision I would make again and again.

      I reach for her, molding her against me, crushing my lips against hers before she can say anything else so completely absurd. The same sweet taste I’ve dreamt about and remembered over the last year hits my tongue, and I moan into her mouth, relishing having her in my arms again.

      I’d love to kiss her forever, but something needs to be cleared up first.

      I pull away from her and meet those green eyes which have haunted me every moment we’ve been apart. “You’re not nobody. Don’t ever say that. You’re everything to me. The woman you saw me with in those photos was forced upon me by my parents. And nothing happened with her or anyone else. I didn’t feel anything with anyone. Not anything. What we shared that night, what I felt…”

      Coherence has, frustratingly, abandoned me. I cannot seem to summon up the words to describe what I experienced that night and the agony I have suffered since.

      She really has no idea.

      It may have started out as a way to unwind after ditching my duties that day, but it became so much more than that. The almost instant connection I felt with her was something I used to roll my eyes at when others spoke about it. It was lust—nothing more. Easy to say before I held it in my hands and saw it for myself.

      But even after a year and the physical distance separating us, I have not stopped thinking about her or imagining what it would be like to have a second chance, to convince her to put her trust in me, to explore whatever this is between us.

      “Bridget, the only thing that kept me sane was the possibility I might see you again. I was an idiot. I ought to have stopped you leaving Lovolia or followed you to America. I almost got on a plane more than a dozen times, but I thought you would be happier returning to your safe life.” I look away from her for a moment, embarrassment over what I did making it impossible to look at her. “I even had a private investigator check in on you, and it looked like you were back to dating and your normal day to day. I suspected this would be too much, that you would prefer not to get involved, to have to deal with all the baggage associated with me, my name, and the crown. I never considered you’d want to take that chance.”

      Including the microscope she would be under, especially with everything that’s been happening in the country of late. The political unrest has intensified the focus on us and raised more questions about the royal family.

      She stares up at me, tears pooling in her eyes, then glances down and away, as though she can’t bear to look at me. “I don’t know that I do.”

      I cup her face in my palms, tilting it up, compelling her to hold my gaze. “You do, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      No one travels halfway around the world for something they don’t want.

      No one.

      “I came to say goodbye to you, to whatever this was. I came because I couldn’t keep torturing myself and had to close the book on this forever.”

      “No.” I shake my head and brush my thumb over her cheek. “You didn’t need to bury your toes in this sand to say goodbye or let me go. All you had to do was want to. And the fact you didn’t, that you felt the need to come here, means whatever happened that night was not something either of us imagined. It was real—whatever it was.”

      And after all this time, I’m not going to let her deny it.

      I kiss her again, dragging her against me and pouring every ounce of emotion I had stored up over the last year into the simple action. All the longing. All the heartache. All the questions. All the second-guessing. All of it disappears in the press of our lips.

      It doesn’t matter what Mother and Father say. I am the heir to the throne of Lovolia, and I refuse to let some antiquated idea of who is considered a suitable wife material stand in the way of having the woman I want.

      Her lips move with mine, rekindling the hope she is willing to give this a chance despite her reservations. Grasping fingers curl into the fabric of my shirt as she tugs me closer. I wrap my arms around her waist and press into her, needing to feel every inch of her to convince myself this is really happening, that she might take a risk.

      Finally, she pulls away with a heavy sigh and presses her palms against my chest. The corners of her lips turn up into an uneasy half-smile. “If we do this, if we try to figure out whatever this is…it is going to be royally complicated.”

      I bark out a laugh at her artful word play and grin. My heart swells with the faith that we will make this work even though there are dozens of hurdles in our way. “You have no idea. But it will also be an adventure, and we both know you love those.”
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        BRIDGET

      

      

      What the hell am I doing?

      The entire purpose of coming back here was to say goodbye to Fyn, to let all this go. Instead, I’m sitting in this blacked-out SUV, with his hand wrapped around mine possessively, my stomach in my damn throat.

      It’s another rash decision. Another one made while caught up in emotion, just like what landed us in this position a year ago.

      What is it about this man that makes me completely irrational?

      Standing on that beach, hearing Fyn’s voice, him saying those words, it all transported me back to that feeling—the one I tried to convince myself was never real. It was back, and I couldn’t just pretend it didn’t exist. I couldn’t just ignore it while he was next to me in the sand. But I have absolutely no fucking clue what I’m doing.

      I have a job.

      A life.

      Friends.

      In another country across the Atlantic.

      What business do I have climbing into an SUV with a damn prince?

      I won’t even think the answer, because if I do, I might tell the stoic, silent driver to pull over and let me out so I can walk back to my hotel, gather my things—if Fyn’s security hasn’t already done that—and get the fastest flight Stateside so I can get back to wallowing in how much I’ve messed up my life.

      Such a damn mess.

      I squeeze my eyes closed and suck in a shaky breath.

      Fyn brushes his thumb across my palm, sending little goosebumps dancing over and a tiny little shiver rolling through my body. He presses this thigh against mine. “Are you okay, love?”

      Am I?

      He just called me “love” even though I know not to read into it. It’s a common term of endearment around here. And I can’t let it go to my head, which is already spinning.

      “I don’t really know.”

      I don’t know anything right now. Not even where we’re going.

      The narrow cobblestone streets in this part of Lovolia are so different than the ones in the more touristy area near my hotel.

      “Oh, shit.” I glance at Fyn, panic emptying my lungs in a rush. “What about my things? They’re back at the hotel.”

      The dark-haired man in the front passenger seat turns back toward us. “Don’t worry about that. I’ve sent someone to collect your things.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him. “And they’re just going to hand over my personal belongings to whoever you sent without my permission?”

      He smirks at me and shakes his head, the move exposing a flash of a tattoo I can’t make out on his neck. “I think you forgot who you’re sitting next to.”

      Shit. He’s right.

      Fyn—Fynix Michael Elander Yates—is the Crown Prince, the next in line for the throne of one of the last remaining true monarchies in the world. He could probably seize anything he wanted from anyone he wanted without any trouble at all.

      He leans in and brushes his lips against my ear. “We’ll have everything brought to the palace.”

      “Is that where we’re going?”

      Stiffening slightly, he shifts away. “Yes. And we’ll be there momentarily. Lovolia isn’t very big.”

      “I know. I did a little reading while I was back home.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “You did? And what did you learn?”

      More than I cared to.

      I’m not about to bring up the woman I saw him pictured with again, though. It seems to be a sore subject, and I’m trying desperately to believe she meant nothing and was forced on him by his parents for public appearances like he claimed. That she’s in the past while he wants me to be the future.

      I suck in a breath and stare out the window at the old architecture influenced by so many different cultures over the years. “That your father’s family has been in control of the country for two hundred and fifty years. That he met your mother at Oxford and she’s a Duchess, the second cousin of Queen Elizabeth.”

      He grins. “You have done your homework.”

      I shrug and try to make it as nonchalant as possible. “I wanted to know more about you, to help me…I don’t know…try to process what happened.”

      “And did it help?”

      I chuckle. “Not really. It just kind of made me want to know more.”

      “So, ask.” He glances forward out of the windshield. “We’ll be at the castle in four minutes and are going to have to face my parents and some uncomfortable questions. So, this is your opportunity, at least for now.”

      A thousand questions race around my head, all the things I’ve wondered about for so long but never thought I would get the chance to ask. But instead of something deep and meaningful, one stupid thing I’ve been thinking about rushes to the forefront of my mind.

      “Why don’t you have much of an accent? I found a few videos of your father talking, and he definitely has one that sounds vaguely British. Yours isn’t so pronounced. Only hints.”

      The man in the front passenger seat booms out a laugh and tosses Fyn a look.

      I glance between the two of them. “What’s so funny?”

      Fyn sighs and shrugs. “It’s a bone of contention. My mother is from England. Father here. I was educated in various places around the world, including the UK, United States, and Italy, which exposed me to many different languages and accents. I sort of developed my own.”

      “And your parents aren’t happy about that?”

      He chuckles. “My father sometimes says I sound American because of all the American television I used to watch.”

      “We’re not all that bad.”

      “Yeah.” He flashes me a soft smile. “I know. But tourists get a reputation around here.”

      “I bet.”

      Like the ones who get drunk, stumble onto the royal private beach, and bang the prince while completely clueless about who he is…

      The SUV slows outside an imposing pair of heavy iron gates that block our path, and I lean forward to look out but can’t see much beyond the initial road.

      Fyn tightens his grip on my hand and strokes his fingertips along the palm. That same little flicker I felt so long ago when we touched reignites a fire so hot that it threatens to burn down everything around us to nothing but ash. If we weren’t about to walk into the palace and face the major complication of any potential future, we would probably be banging in the backseat, completely ignoring the two men in the front.

      The gates swing open with a creak, and we slowly pull forward.

      Fyn reaches out and cups my cheek, turning my face toward him. “I want you to know that no matter what happens when we get in there, no matter what my mother or father or anyone else might do or say, you’re where you’re supposed to be. Here with me. We’ll figure all of this out, love. I promise.”

      He presses his forehead against mine, and I lean into it slightly and offer a tiny nod. His words bring a sense of rightness. No matter how uncomfortable it might be, we’ll have each other.

      “Okay.”

      He means the words he says, or at least believes them now, but the warning only brings a reminder of the very real differences between us and the very real complications we’re going to face. As soon as I took his hand and climbed into this SUV, I was stepping into a very different world—one I may never understand.

      I don’t know what I’m doing here with this man, but for the moment, it feels right.

      I just hope it continues to…
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        FYNIX

      

      

      The moment we draw to a halt at the private palace entrance, a lead weight settles in my stomach and my shoulders tighten. I squeeze Bridget’s hand in mine again—both as a sign of support and solidarity and to keep myself grounded. The warning I gave her isn’t nearly enough for what we shall face when we walk through that door, but if I told her the truth, she wouldn’t have left that beach with me.

      And leaving without her—again—was never an option.

      All this time, I’ve been going through the motions with Mother and Father, toeing the line, while unable to shake the notion that everything was wrong. The instant I spotted Bridget on the sand, everything felt right.

      It won’t be in a moment, though.

      Lev steps from the SUV and opens the door for me, offering me a half-smirk in acknowledgment of what is about to ensue. If there were any other way to do this, or an option to flee the country and hide somewhere until it blows over, I would do it in a heartbeat. But it would only come back to bite me in the arse.

      I hold out my hand for Bridget, and she slides hers into it. The warmth of her palm against mine centers me somewhat, helping to prepare me for what we’re walking into. I assist her from the SUV and wait for a moment before we head inside. “You ready?”

      Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes, but she nods gamely.

      Lev presses a hand to his ear as one of the other guards relays something via his mic, then tosses me a knowing look. “Your parents are waiting for you in the Reading Room.”

      I inhale a deep breath and motion for him to stay behind. He’s witnessed enough of my arguments with Mother and Father. He doesn’t need to see another one.

      “Are you sure?”

      I know what he’s asking—whether I want him there for moral support—but, what I need, is for them to understand and to give Bridget and me a chance to figure out whatever this is in our own time.

      The likelihood of that happening is slim to none.

      Lev opens the door for us, and Bridget’s eyes widen as we cross marble floors to the foyer of our private residence. I usher her toward the Reading Room. “I’ll give you a full tour once we’ve seen my parents.”

      “Okay.” She nods jerkily, her expression one of awe as she absorbs everything around us. “Jesus, Fyn…” She waves a hand at the opulence.

      I swallow the lump in my throat.

      This isn’t her.

      From what I was able to dig up about her after she left, this is about as far from the middle-class upbringing she had in Colorado, daughter of a brewery worker and a mother who was a homemaker, as it could be. It’s unlikely she has ever seen anything like the palace…except perhaps on television.

      It might be enough to send her running.

      She will have no clue how to greet Mother and Father.

      This is one thing I can do to ease this encounter.

      “Bridget, the correct form of address is ‘Your Majesty,’ the first time you are introduced to my mother and father. Thereafter, it is ‘ma’am’ or ‘sir.’” I hold her gaze until she nods.

      I place my hand on her lower back in a gesture of comfort and support, take a steadying breath, and open the door into the Reading Room. Mother glances up from the newspaper on her lap. Father rises from his seat next to her and sets down the book he was reading on the small end table. Both of their gazes dart immediately to Bridget, who shifts nervously beside me.

      Fuck.

      She has no idea what to do in their presence, and I didn’t prepare her. This isn’t her world, and I’ve dragged her into it without so much as a crash course. I wasn’t considering that, only focusing on what Mother and Father’s reactions would be and how to handle them.

      I close the door behind me and urge Bridget farther in the room. We’re here now, so there’s no escaping the inevitable.

      “Mother, Father…”—I muster up a smile—“This is Bridget Cavanaugh. She’s…”—I glance at her, pressing my hand into her back harder—“an old friend with whom I have recently reconnected.”

      Father narrows his eyes on Bridget, while Mother examines her with a shrewd gaze.

      Bridget steps forward to dip a half-bow that prompts me to bite back a grin. “It’s an honor to meet you, Your Majesties?”

      Nervously, she looks at me over her shoulder, and I stifle my mirth with the back of my hand as Mother does the same. Straight-faced, Father observes her awkward failure.

      Mother leans back in her chair. “So, this is the girl?”

      Father glances at her. “What girl?”

      Pursing her lips together, Mother leans back slightly in her chair. “The one he’s been so hung up on. The reason he’s been acting the way he has for almost a year.” She raises an eyebrow at Bridget, who shrinks back.

      I wrap my arm around her and squeeze her gently. “Don’t blame Bridget for my behavior. You two weren’t happy with it long before she came into the picture.”

      Mother scowls at me, while Father’s lips flatten into an implacable line.

      The firm set of his jaw flashes red warning lights.

      This is going to go downhill.

      Fast.

      “Fynix, please show your friend out so we may talk privately.”

      I wince. As though the clenched jaw wasn’t bad enough; if he wants Bridget out of the room, he’s about to go ballistic.

      But I can’t really say no to him, either. Not right now. Not when I need them to be okay with this, with us.

      I turn Bridget toward the door, and she glances over her shoulder at them.

      The smile she offers them is genuine even though they’ve been less than inviting. “Ma’am, sir, it was a pleasure meeting both of you.”

      She curtsies this time, and I escort her into the hall. Any humor surrounding the situation fled as soon as I saw that look on Father’s face.

      Lev stands a few doors down, chatting with Manuel, and I motion him over. “Please take Bridget to the kitchen and organize some refreshments for her while I finish speaking with my parents?”

      His gaze darts toward the closed door. “That bad, huh?”

      I give him a sharp nod, and he motions down the hallway.

      “Miss Cavanaugh, if you would like to follow me.”

      She hesitates, peeking at me through hooded eyes, as though afraid to look at me head-on. Fear is already overtaking the fleeting joy I saw in her gaze only an hour ago when we found ourselves together again on that beach.

      I grasp her hand and squeeze it. “I promise I won’t be long. There are some things I need to work out with my parents which have nothing to do with you.”

      “That sure seemed to have an awful lot to do with me.”

      “No. There are years of unresolved issues concealed beneath their hostility. We’ll talk as soon as I’m done, I promise.” I press a kiss to her temple and turn back to enter the room, ready to do battle.

      Mother and Father remain unmoved, awaiting my return.

      Father scowls and shakes his head. “Really, Fynix? You brought her here? One of your little playthings?”

      I glare at him and fold my arms. “It isn’t like that with her, and you know I haven’t done that in years.”

      “Then who is she?” Mother’s nose crinkles as though there is a bad smell in the room. “Other than a piece of American rubbish from a trailer park.”

      I take a step toward them, flexing my fists at my sides. “Don’t talk about her like that. I care about her.”

      Father’s eyebrows fly up. “You care about her? What is that supposed to mean? Whatever dalliance this is, it cannot continue. You had fun with this girl a year ago, which left your mother and I in an uncomfortable position with King Reginald and his daughter. One we tried to remedy, despite your best efforts to thwart us.”

      “I’ve done everything you asked. I attended events with her. I smiled for the cameras. What more do you want from me?”

      “How about you act as though you like the girl you’re going to marry, Fynix?”

      “That’s the problem, Mother. I don’t want to just like the person I’m going to marry.”

      And I don’t even like her.

      “Then I suggest you ditch the rubbish and start opening your heart to Abigail. Because the wedding is coming whether you like it or not. And that’s final.”
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        FYNIX

      

      

      Approaching the kitchen in our private residence, I force myself to pause and take a deep breath. Bridget seeing me shaken will only make things worse.

      Thank God she was not privy to that conversation.

      I knew this wasn’t going to be easy, but I never imagined they would be so volatile. It’s no great secret that I don’t necessarily want to follow their preferred path. Rebellion has been in my blood since birth, whether it was refusing to do the homework assigned by a tutor when I wasn’t away at a boarding school or acting out at public events to cause an international scene. They probably assumed I’d grow out of it, and, in many ways, I have. I’ve shouldered my responsibilities and behaved as expected in public, but when it comes to my personal life, and who I choose to be with…the king and queen need to accept it doesn’t fall under the monarchy’s powers.

      There are some things I can’t change. But I can certainly try.

      Quiet voices float out of the kitchen, and I walk in to find Lev leaning against the counter where Bridget sits with a cup of what looks like tea, clutched tightly between her tense hands. Her soft green eyes meet mine, and she smiles warily.

      Lev turns to me and raises an eyebrow. “Everything okay.”

      Far from it.

      I toss him a look to tell him it’s not something I’m going to discuss in front of Bridget. At least, not yet. We can’t ignore the realities of our situation for long, but this night should be happy—for both of us.

      We’re finally here, in the same place. We have a second chance at exploring whatever this is between us. We can undo what I fucked up so badly last year.

      God willing…

      When she said things are going to be royally complicated, she had no idea.

      I extend a hand to her. “Come on. I want to show you the grounds.”

      Lev nods his understanding. He’ll give me the space I need to talk to her while still doing his job. Security is so tight around the palace that the gardens are one of the only places I can go to get away from everyone without Manuel worrying about my safety. The man is vigilant as hell, and whenever Lev permits me some breathing room, it ends in a fight. But he’s off duty tonight, so for now, we should avoid any unnecessary drama—at least where the guard is concerned.

      Bridget rises to her feet and slips her small hand into mine, gripping it like a lifeline she’s been waiting for. In a way, maybe, I am. It can’t be easy being here, facing Mother and Father, being monitored.

      I squeeze her hand and lead her down several corridors to the back of the palace. We pass the bathroom I used to give Lev the slip that fateful day—the one I can never use again because Manuel fixed the window alarm shortly thereafter—and through the back door into the garden.

      Bridget inhales deeply and glances at me. “Is everything okay with your parents?”

      A loaded question if there ever was one.

      Things haven’t been okay with them for a long time. This is just one more thing in a long line of disgraces they think I inflicted upon them intentionally.

      I could lie to Bridget, assure her everyone is fine and we’re one happy family, but something tells me she would see right through me. And I don’t want to lie to her. Not about anything. There are things I can’t tell her, things I’m not allowed to or choose not to because it will hurt her too much. But I refuse to lie to her.

      Sighing into the rapidly cooling night air, I reply as honestly as possible. “Not really.”

      She pulls her lower lip between her teeth. I can almost hear her internal debate. Abruptly, she stops in her tracks. “Maybe this was a bad idea. Me coming here with you.”

      Oh, hell.

      It’s not that I didn’t anticipate this, but I hoped we’d have more time before her doubts reared their ugly head. Time to figure out what we are and what kind of future we can have. Time for me to figure out if there’s even a way to have what I want.

      I slide a gentle finger under her chin and tilt her face until her eyes meet mine. “This wasn’t a bad idea. You’re exactly where you’re supposed to be. Here. With me.”

      “Really? Because all this is…a lot.”

      A lot.

      Understatement of the decade.

      But I’ve never been more certain of something in my life.

      “Yes, really. Bridget, standing here with you is the most…liberated I’ve felt in a year, despite my parents being…less than thrilled. You belong here. I’ll prove it to you, if you’ll let me.”

      Her perfectly pink bow lips curve slowly. “Okay.”

      “Good.”

      If she had said no, I’m not so sure I could have watched her walk away.

      I lead her deeper into the gardens toward the central feature. A silence lingers while the last light of day fades around us.

      “What were you and Lev talking about?”

      She smiles shyly. “You.”

      “Really? All good things, I assume?”

      Her light laugh in response lifts my spirits more than I thought possible given the audience I just endured with Mother and Father.

      “I have to remember not to leave you alone with him in the future.” I lean in to brush my lips against her ear. “He knows where all the bodies are buried.”

      She slaps at me playfully and chuckles. “You two have a very close friendship, huh?”

      “Yeah. His grandmother, Mira, was my nanny, and he was born about six months after me. When I was here at the palace, we were more like brothers than friends.”

      “And your parents were okay with that? You being friends with the nanny’s grandson?”

      Bearing in mind Mother and Father’s brusque attitudes toward her, I understand Bridget’s question. “It wasn’t like that with Lev. My parents knew they could trust his family implicitly because they’ve been with us for so long. They assumed Lev would end up as a member of the Royal Guard or in some other role around the palace, so the more time I spent with him, the more prepared he was for that.”

      She nods slowly, although she can’t possibly conceive of what it was like to grow up here. Lev was the only other child with whom I interacted regularly when I was at home. Then, when I was away at school, the guards who accompanied me to ensure my safety kept everyone at arm’s length.

      It’s something you can’t comprehend if you haven’t experienced it, but her eagerness to try warms my soul.

      “Is that why Lev has tattoos when the other guards don’t? Because there are special rules for him?"

      I chuckle and nod. “They couldn’t have stopped Lev from getting inked if they tried. He has his own set of rules. As long as his ink isn’t visible, he’s allowed to have it, but when it comes to the other guards, they aren’t allowed any, even in private areas.”

      “That hardly seems fair.”

      I glance at her. “It isn’t, but they bend the rules and often break them for Lev and Mira.”

      She doesn’t respond to my insight, just continues to take in every detail of the flowers, trees, and bushes around us. “The gardens are beautiful.”

      “If I’m stuck here and can’t get to the beach, this is my favorite place to come to decompress.”

      She smiles up at me. “I can see why.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” I draw her down a path to the left and stop. “This is what I wanted to show you.”

      She stares in front of us and narrows her gaze slightly. “Is that…a maze?”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t even know these things were real. I’ve only ever seen one on TV.”

      I stand behind her and wrap my arms around her waist, resting my chin on her shoulder. “I don’t know about the ones on TV, but this one is real. My grandfather had it put in for my grandmother almost a hundred years ago because she loved puzzles but…”

      “But?”

      I turn her to face me. “But she solved it in less than an hour.”

      Bridget’s eyes widen. “I assume it was meant to take longer?”

      Chuckling, I nod. “The designer told grandfather he expected it to be half a day at least. I started coming here with Lev to hide from the guards.” I grin. “They weren’t smart enough to solve it.”

      She chuckles. “Didn’t they panic when they couldn’t find you?”

      “Oh, yeah. Manuel would tear into us every time, but it didn’t stop us.”

      “I bet not.”

      I motion toward the entrance. “So, let’s go. You lead.”

      Her eyebrows rise as she glances back at it. “Me? What if I get us lost?”

      A laugh bubbles up my throat. “It wouldn’t be much fun if I take you through the right way, would it, love? Besides, if we don’t reappear within a reasonable amount of time, Lev will come get us.”

      She pulls out of my hold and walks inside the thick hedges, which rise two feet above her head, then looks to the left and to the right. “Right?”

      I shrug nonchalantly, trying not to give away whether that’s the right direction. “Up to you.”

      After a split-second’s hesitation, she takes the path to the right, grinning at me over her shoulder.

      I follow her as she explores the maze, coming to dead-ends and doubling-back until eventually she’s on the path which leads to the place I intended all along. We turn the corner around the high hedges and reach the center of the maze.

      Wisteria trees tower over the white gazebo, vibrant purple flowers cascading down the dangling branches wrapped in small twinkling lights, cocooning it in a soft glow that breaks through the darkening night.

      “Wow.” Bridget gapes at the gazebo, opening and closing her mouth, as though searching for the right words. “It’s beautiful.”

      I loop my arms around her from behind and tuck her against me, trying to see the view from her perspective instead of the one from which I’ve seen it so many times before. “You are beautiful.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” She turns in my arms to stare up at me. “I…I love this. It really is stunning. But I just made a fool of myself in front of your parents. I have no idea what I was supposed to do or say. I don’t think I should stay here.”

      My hands begin to shake, the very real possibility that she might leave making my entire body tense. “Those formalities you think are so important don’t really mean anything in the private residence. Those two people are, at the end of the day, just my mother and father in their home.”

      “But they aren’t just your mother and father. They’re the damn king and queen. What am I even supposed to call them? Highnesses or Majesties?” Her eyes widen. “Oh, God. Am I supposed to call you Your Highness?”

      Bridget drops her face on my shirt and groans. A low growl vibrates in my chest, and I raise her head until she’s looking at me.

      “What is that for?”

      I drag my thumb across her mouth and press my body flush to hers so she can feel my growing erection. “I’m imagining you saying that while my dick is buried inside you.”

      A gasp slips from between her lips, but I kiss her before she can respond, shifting my hands down to grip her arse. Her mouth opens, and my tongue glides in to tangle with hers. She hooks her arms around my neck, entwining her fingers in my hair and lifting onto her toes.

      I urge her backward toward the gazebo, devouring her mouth with a fierce hunger I’ve never felt before. Her ankles hit the steps, and she stumbles, but I hold her steady, my arms around her waist.

      “I’ve got you, Bridget. I won’t let you fall.”
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        BRIDGET

      

      

      I won’t let you fall.

      It’s far too late for that.

      I fell hard and fast on that beach a year ago, and despite all my best efforts to climb my way back up to the top, to claw and dig my nails into anything I could to try to find a way to get over this, I haven’t managed to. Moving on was always just out of reach, and now that I’m in his arms again, I don’t know how I ever will.

      Or if it’s even possible.

      His hands slide down to my hips and lift me easily, and I wrap my legs around his waist, pressing his hard length between them in exactly the right spot. He issues a deep, masculine groan that reverberates through his chest against mine and quickly ascends the two steps to the large wooden gazebo haloed with the purple wisteria branches.

      Warm, eager lips confidently move over mine as his fingers dig into my hips, holding me tightly against him. He leans down and lowers me onto a cushioned bench, settling my head against a pillow.

      His kisses slow, and he pulls his head back and meets my gaze. My chest heaves and hard breaths puff from my open lips and his. It feels like we stare at each other for forever, the soft buzzing of all the creatures that come out at night in a garden surrounding us and providing the soundtrack.

      Fyn runs his fingertips up along the inside of my exposed thigh, sending a shudder rolling through me, and I instinctively clench my legs together, pinning his hand there.

      He grins and lowers his head to press a reverent kiss to my lips that quickly turns fiery again. I release my hold on his hand, and he shifts it even higher.

      I tear my mouth from his. “What if someone comes out here?”

      A playfulness I’ve never seen before flashes in his eyes and his grin widens. “No one is coming out here. Trust me. This is more secluded than anywhere else in the palace. And while I can’t wait to have you in my bed, to take you every fucking way under the sun, I need you now, love. I need to feel your heart beating rapidly. I need to hear you screaming, begging me for more. I need the bite of your nails scoring down my back as I pound into you. Your cunt tightening and rippling along my cock as you come.”

      Oh, hell.

      My clit throbs mercilessly at his words, and I press my thighs together, trapping his hand again. He grins against my lips then leans back.

      “You’re blushing, Bridget. Do you like it when I talk like that?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Fyn chuckles and urges my thighs open so he can shift his hand higher. “Good. Because I can’t wait to tell you all the things I’ve been dreaming about doing to you for the last bloody year.”

      The light brush of his fingertips over the thin strip of fabric covering the spot I want him most makes my hips buck up against his firm body almost violently. It’s been so long.

      Too long.

      Remembering and dreaming of his touch.

      Wanting it.

      Needing it.

      “God, Bridget.” He slips his fingers under the material and pushes it to the side. “You’re so fucking wet. So fucking ready.”

      And the evidence he is too presses hard against my leg.

      His fingers glide through my arousal, and a low possessive growl slips from his mouth into mine before he kisses me again, stealing both the air from my lungs and my ability to think.

      He pulls my bottom lip between his teeth and nips at it softly. “I want to hear you say what you want, Bridget.” Languidly, his finger slides and rolls over my clit, not firmly enough to get me off, just enough to leave me hanging and desperate. “Tell me, love.”

      I wish that were an easy answer. But so many different ones swirl around in my lust-fogged head.

      Only one falls from my lips. “You.”

      He slips his finger inside me easily, and I instantly clench down around it, needing the friction, the tension, a release of everything that’s built up over the last year. And Fyn seems to understand I need even more. He slides a second one inside me, and my head snaps back.

      “Oh, God. Yes!”

      His expert fingers curl up into my G-spot and start pumping, his thumb moving in time against my clit. My hips roll against his hand, and he grinds his hard cock against my thigh, taunting me with being so damn close.

      I thrash my head side to side. “It’s not…it’s not…it’s not enough.”

      He drags his hand away, pulling his fingers out of me, and I groan and open my eyes to find fire burning across his.

      “What else do you want, Bridget?”

      “I told you…you.”

      I drag my hand down to the bulge at the front of his pants and cup his hard cock. He issues a low groan and clenches his teeth together, sliding back off me and out of my reach. I shift up to protest his abrupt departure, but he settles onto the bench, spreading his arms across the back of it and lifts a brow, his cock straining against his zipper.

      “Then come take me.”

      It’s all I’ve been thinking about. Dreaming about. Wanting for so long.

      Having it right in front of me doesn’t even feel real, more like I’m in a dream here surrounded by the purple flowers and the twinkling lights, the man I want waiting for me.

      My legs shake violently as I climb across the bench over to him and straddle his waist. His hands move to my hips and squeeze gently, but there’s a hunger in his eyes that tells me he doesn’t want gentle.

      Not at all.

      And neither do I.

      I’ve had safe and gentle. I’ve had it and it broke me, over and over again. The one time I broke free of it as an adult was a year ago with this man on that beach, and it’s haunted me ever since.

      I reach between us and unbutton his pants. My fingers quiver with anticipation dragging down his zipper, and I reach inside to free his straining cock. The moment my hand closes around the hard, warm flesh, he releases a needy groan and presses his lips to mine, demanding, forceful, but it’s exactly what I want. What I’ve always wanted since the moment I met him on that beach. The kind of reckless, take-what-you-want way of living my life I only ever let myself experience that single time.

      His hands leave my hips for a moment, and he lifts up from the bench easily to shove down his pants, freeing himself completely for me. I grip hard and stroke his length, brushing my finger across the bead of pre-cum already seeping out of the head.

      “Hell, Bridget…” His words are growled, his lips barely brushing mine. “Fuck, that feels incredible, love.”

      Tell me what you want…

      It’s the question that’s been racing through my head since the moment I first saw him on the beach today. The moment I first realized it was a possibility when I thought there was no hope.

      You…

      It’s the answer I just gave him, but it brings a flurry of other questions. Ones I try to push away.

      Where does he see this going? What possible future can we have when he’s who he is and I’m who I am?

      “What about you, Fyn? What do you want?”

      He pulls back and captures my face in his palms, holding my gaze steady on his and answers without hesitation. “Only you.”

      Before his words fully process, he kisses me sweetly, almost reverently, like all he wants to do is worship my mouth for the rest of his life.

      And I want to let him.

      I shift up on my hips and align his cock, then slowly sink down on to him, my mouth falling open with a gasp. He fills me, stretching me wide.

      So big. So tight this way.

      Fuck…

      He’s barely inside me, and already my head spins. Harsh fingers dig into my hips, and he thrusts upward, impaling me and driving himself so deep inside me, it’s like he’s reaching to my soul. “Sweet fucking hell, Bridget, your fucking cunt feels bloody fantastic.”

      His mumbled words against my lips break through my momentary daze, and the need to move drives me to lift up and sink back down again, starting a slow rhythm and rocking my pelvis against his with each downward thrust.

      He kisses his way across my cheek to my ear and nips playfully there as another groan slips from between his lips. “Fuck, Bridget…” His hips roll up to meet mine as I come down. “Just like that. Take everything you want from me. I’ll gladly give you everything I have.”

      It’s exactly what I wanted to hear for so long. The words I never thought I would. But a part of me hesitates for a millisecond.

      Maybe this is all some sort of dream, or perhaps a nightmare designed to lull me into a false sense of security only to rip him away from me again.

      “Bridget…” He drags my face to his again. “Where did you just go, love?”

      “Nowhere. I’m here.”

      His grip on my face tightens, and he slips one hand to the back of my head and wraps my hair around his wrist, tugging to angle my head back. “Good.”

      He thrusts up into me again and jerks my head back, exposing my neck. He kisses along it as I continue to ride him, rising and sinking with his hand at my hip, urging me to keep going harder and faster.

      I rock forward with each thrust, grinding my clit against his warm skin and the base of his cock. It doesn’t take long for the slow, warm build of an oncoming orgasm to rush across my skin.

      “God…I’m gonna…I’m gonna…”

      “Yes, Bridget. Come for me. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen your beautiful face while you’re taking my cock. I need to see you while you come on it.”

      He drives up into me relentlessly, bucking his hips and gripping my hair, holding me in place while he offers me another soul-searing kiss. His tongue twines with mine, and the frantic exchange pushes me over the edge.

      My orgasm rushes around and through me. Like a tsunami slamming into the shore, it jerks me back, breaking my rhythm as I ride it out, but he keeps going, punishing me like he can’t get close enough or deep enough. My pussy clenches around him, grasping and seeking, and he plunges deep once more and groans one final time.

      I collapse with my arms around his neck, my orgasm finally fluttering out as everything around me starts to come into focus. His warm breath hits my neck, and he presses a soft kiss against the sweat-dampened skin.

      Lazily, I drag my head away and meet his warm gaze.

      He grins at me. “Welcome to the palace, Bridget. You have no idea how happy I am you’re here.”

      I grin at him and tangle my fingers through his disheveled sandy blond hair. “Oh, I think I do.”

      Please let what he said earlier be true.

      If it’s not, I don’t know what the hell I’ll do.
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      If the Good Lord struck me down now, I would die a happy man.

      Freshly fucked.

      The woman of my dreams in my arms and still on my dick.

      Cool night air chilling the sweat soaking our skin.

      Purple wisteria branches swaying around us in the breeze.

      Fucking Heaven.

      She’s gorgeous like this, relaxed and smiling. Freshly fucked suits this woman, and I plan to keep her this way as often as possible. Just the knowledge that she smells like me, that my cum is still inside her, makes me want to fuck her and mark her like some Neanderthal beast.

      Again.

      I cup her face, and she leans into my touch, making my heart thud violently against my ribs. “I’m an idiot for not coming to find you, love.”

      She chuckles, turning her head to press a kiss to my palm. “You said it, Your Highness. If I did, one of your guards would probably come arrest me and throw me in a dungeon somewhere, right?”

      Her grin makes me crack up, and I can’t resist any longer—I press my mouth to hers, needing that sweet taste that is Bridget on my tongue. It seems once just isn’t enough to slake this desperate longing I’ve felt for her for the last year. I’m desperate to drink in the chemistry pulsing between us, to feed the fire. It’s as if a day hasn’t gone by in that regard.

      I need her again.

      Now.

      My cock begins to stir, still deep inside her, stiffening with the demands my body is making, and she clamps down on me, her soft laughter grazing my lips, apparently more than prepared to go again, too.

      The sound of pea gravel scattering along the garden path and crunching under the weight of feet makes me freeze and yank my head away from hers.

      Fucking hell.

      I lift her off my lap and shove my hard, aching cock into my trousers, zipping and buttoning them as I stand in front of her to block her from prying eyes. She’s not used to any of this, and I don’t want to scare her off by throwing her into the deep end of this shark-infested pool that is my life.

      Absolutely not.

      Bridget is the one good thing I have right now, and a damn good way to keep Mother and Father off my back and end these ridiculous match-making ideas of theirs.

      “Fyn?” Bridget questions, but before I can answer her, Lev rounds the last turn of the maze and into the gazebo area.

      “Your Highness.” He bows, and I roll my eyes at his formality—that is, until I see a member of the guard step up beside him.

      Something is wrong.

      Lev never travels with the Royal Guard. The last time was when they came to recover me from the beach a damn year ago. Manuel usually gives Lev some space when it comes to me, lets him protect me in the way he knows I’ll tolerate.

      Whatever this is, it isn’t good.

      Not at all.

      My hackles rise.

      “Lev?” I quirk a brow, waiting for him to fill me in on why he’s interrupting what he knows is an important personal moment. “What’s wrong?”

      Bridget shifts behind me, reminding me of our compromised position. I won’t embarrass her by making her sit there, freshly fucked, while I talk business she shouldn’t be hearing about with Lev.

      I stretch out my hand to find hers and interlock our fingers to reassure her everything is okay, even though it might not be. I won’t allow anything to scare this woman away again. I’ve already been down that road, and I didn’t fucking like it.

      “I’m sorry, but Their Majesties need to speak with you in the King’s office…” Lev’s gaze drifts to Bridget before returning to me. “And I’m afraid it’s an urgent matter.”

      What the hell could this be about?

      Lev has the good sense to appear penitent for his intrusion, but that isn’t going to stop him from taking me wherever I’m needed. Regardless of what might be going on personally, I have duties to the country and its people which take precedent—even at the worst time possible.

      “I must escort Bridget to my suite. You can inform my parents I shall join them once my guest is settled.” I gather Bridget to my side and start toward the maze to make our way out.

      Lev grabs my arm to halt us. I look at his hand. While he may be my closest friend, we both know touching the crown prince in such a familiar way is forbidden. It’s one thing when it’s just the two of us, but he should not be doing so in front of a member of the guard.

      I pin him with my gaze. “What?”

      He scans the area before removing his hand, then whispers in my ear. “Fyn, it’s serious. Eduardo will escort Bridget to your suite. It’s why I brought him with me. Your presence is required urgently. I’m afraid the pro-democracy rally in the city center is getting out of hand.”

      Lev steps back to await my next move.

      Shit.

      As we all feared.

      The Lovolia Liberation Movement rally is out of control. I had hoped unrest would not spawn from this, given the majority of our citizens appear content and not interested in the political rantings of the leader of the LLM. But apparently, things have gone south. A tangle in what otherwise would have been the perfect evening.

      My earlier discussion with Mother and Father about the possibility of sending a contingent of the Royal Guard to the rally as additional support for the police to assist them in protecting local businesses comes to mind. I had warned them that it could be seen as oppressive, reinforcing the argument of those who oppose our way of life. I prevented the guard from being there to help.

      I must deal with the fallout.

      I turn to Bridget, taking her hands in mine. Her incredible green eyes look deeply into mine. Being aware that I have to leave her after finding her again makes this a thousand times harder. I wanted to get lost in her, in us, for a while and forget the outside world. Instead, the world is determined to interfere.

      “It’s okay, Fyn, go.”

      I press my lips to hers in a chaste kiss when all I want to do is devour her and never stop.

      God, she’s so understanding.

      My cock twitches in anticipation, knowing she will be waiting for me when I finish attending to my duties.

      “I’ll come as soon as I’m able to get away. If you need anything, this guard”—I point to the young man and he snaps to attention—“will be posted outside your door until I return. He is at your command.”

      I level my gaze on the guard to whom I have just assigned my most important task. “You do not leave the door. If you have no alternative, another guard must assume your place. That door will not be left unattended. Do you understand me?”

      He bows. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      I focus on Bridget again. “I’m sorry to leave you.” I kiss the top of her head.

      “It’s okay, Fyn. You have an entire nation to tend to. I get it. Go.” Bridget squeezes my hand and starts to walk away.

      I hold on to her fingers for as long as I can, not yet ready to see her go. She smiles at me, then tugs her hand free and follows the guard to the left.

      The hedges swallow them, and Lev and I set off in the opposite direction—the shortest way out of the maze—to get us straight to Father’s office. I stride as fast as I can, and Lev hustles to catch up and falls into step at my side.

      “How bad is it?”

      Lev shakes his head. “Fucking terrible. They are destroying the business district. Two small businesses are on fire as we speak. Some looting.”

      “Shit.” I scrape my hand down my face.

      We were afraid this protest would go off the rails. It’s one thing to fight for what you want and what’s right. Peaceful political debate is good for the country, the citizens. I can empathize with that, but it’s shameful to destroy the livelihoods of your neighbors and your community’s resources to garner attention.

      That’s the wrong type of attention.

      While I’m sympathetic to their cause and their right to assemble, I can’t see the country and the people I love hurt in the mêlée.

      And this is my country. Those are my people.

      I may not sit on the throne yet, but the blood of Lovolia runs through my veins and my heart. I won’t let my country destroy itself.

      We rush through the maze, both of us knowing the way by heart after all this time, and make our way back into the palace. Minutes later, we arrive at Father’s office. Almost triple the usual number of guards stand outside.

      Christ. This must be bad for him to have increased the Royal Guards’ active numbers.

      The guards step to the side when Lev and I approach. One of them opens the solid wood door and the frantic tone in Mother’s voice causes my breath to catch. We hurry through to the adjacent conference room.

      “We need to do something!” Mother shouts over the din.

      Fuck.

      I’ve never heard such a sense of urgency from her. Father’s chief advisers scurry about like their arses are on fire. The entire place is utter chaos. I’ve never seen anything like it. Father runs a tight ship and expects his people to remain dignified and professional at all times. This is bedlam.

      It must be worse than I thought.

      I scan the wall that holds the hidden TV and watch the business district burn while our citizens riot in the streets.

      What the hell is happening?

      This isn’t right. This isn’t how Lovolians act.

      We don’t have this kind of violence here. We’re small. Peaceful.

      I join Mother at the side of the room. With one of her hands pressed over her mouth and the other clutching at her stomach, she watches the drama unfold. Her distress is palpable.

      It’s a sentiment I share, but I swallow the bile rising in my throat.

      “Mother…” I glance at Father who is perched on the edge of the conference room table, his jaw clenched, and a pained look on his face as his advisors take turns to update him with the most recent statistics from the scene.

      “Oh, Fyn. This is devastating.” Mother reaches out her hands to me.

      I grasp them and draw her under my arm. She curls into my side, a strange sob slipping from her lips.

      “It’s okay, Mother. We will resolve this and offer aid and assistance in whatever capacity is required.” My tone holds more confidence than I hold.

      This is a full-on riot.

      The people are on the rampage.

      Whatever purpose the rally served originally has been lost to extremism.

      Mother drags her gaze from the TV to me. “Did you see your friend off?”

      The emphasis and disdain she places on the word “friend” couldn’t be missed.

      “If you mean Bridget, I had one of the guards escort her to my suite.”

      Mother purses her lips together. “I see. So, she’ll be staying?”

      I haven’t thought that far ahead.

      The moment I saw her on that beach, my only focus was getting her to stay, to give us a chance. I couldn’t let her leave, and I sure as hell couldn’t walk away again.

      I can’t send her back to that hotel—or anywhere else, for that matter. All I need is for a protester to figure out she is a way to get to me…

      “Given the climate, I believe that is wisest.”

      Mother tuts at my answer. “Fynix, given the climate, do you think this family needs another potential scandal thrown into the spotlight? If the media discerns even the smallest hint that your summer fling is a guest at the palace, we’ll never have a moment’s peace until you’re engaged to a proper royal. And what about Abigail?”

      I issue a long sigh, meant to emphasize my annoyance at her comment. “Bridget is a friend, Mother. A very good one, as far as the press may be concerned. I am still allowed to have those, am I not?”

      Calling Bridget a friend tastes like ash on my tongue.

      She’s far more than that, and Mother knows it, but I don’t fully understand what we are or where this thing between us is headed.

      And I damn sure am not talking to Mother about it before I have this conversation with Bridget. Unfortunately, the protestors seem intent on ensuring that won’t be happening anytime soon.
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      I follow silently behind the guard Fyn charged with taking me to wherever the hell it is we’re going. Unlike exploring the long hedges and twists with Fyn on the way in, this journey holds a sense of doom and foreboding.

      We make our way out of the complicated maze even the guard doesn’t completely know. I should have known to follow Fyn and Lev out since they’ve memorized the route by heart, but part of me suspects they let us leave first so they could have a conversation while they worked their way toward the palace without me able to hear anything.

      I’m not entirely sure how I feel about that, but I can’t expect Fyn to let me overhear private business.

      After two wrong turns, we finally find the exit and walk through the lush gardens Fynix and I  traversed only a short time ago. I’d love to be able to enjoy the beauty surrounding me, bask in the amazing post-sex afterglow, but that vanished the moment I saw the look on Lev’s face.

      Lovolia is in turmoil.

      That much I was able to ascertain from what I could hear before we parted ways.

      I don’t recall hearing anything about rallies or problems here prior to the interruption tonight, but it’s not like I’m up on this nation’s current events. Quite the opposite. Especially the last few weeks, I’ve forced myself to stop doing searches for Fyn or anything about Lovolia. It had become an unhealthy obsession. The entire reason for this trip was to end it finally.

      Guess I failed miserably at that.

      Instead of saying goodbye to my obsession with Fyn, I ended up back in his arms…in his damn palace.

      No matter how many photos I found of it, nothing compares to being inside its massive walls and experiencing them in person. The building towers over us as we approach, and I swallow thickly, stepping inside behind the guard who holds the door for me. Opulence that stole my breath the first time I walked through these halls does so again.

      This is Fyn’s house.

      Fyn grew up here like this, surrounded by this grandeur and money, the formalities and expectations.

      No wonder he said he lived in a gilded cage.

      When he first said it, I didn’t fully understand. I couldn’t. But now, seeing this…it all makes sense. We lead drastically different lives, and this palace just drives that fact home in a way that makes my chest ache the same way it did for him the first time we met.

      He’s still Fyn.

      No matter how different our lives may be, he’s still that guy from the beach. The surfer I watched so carefree on the waves. The one who saw deep into my soul and knew what I wanted out of life but had ignored in favor of what I reasoned was a secure path.

      This is so far from where I thought I’d end up.

      And I have no idea where this guard is taking me.

      I continue to follow him toward a staircase, people bustling around us, hurrying off to deal with whatever is happening. No one looks happy. Not a cracked smile. Not a hello. It’s more than just the formalities of being in a palace.

      Something is terribly wrong. 

      Even as an outsider, that much is obvious, and I have no business being in the middle of this. Which is exactly why this stoic guard is leading me to Fyn’s suite—whatever that means.

      Ascending the stairs feels like being in a fairytale, like Belle being taken somewhere in Beast’s castle. Beautiful and almost ominous—like I’m being taken somewhere I shouldn’t be, where I’m not allowed.

      A long hall waits for us at the top of the staircase, and he leads me down it until we come to a set of golden doors flanked by four more guards. 

      Is that real gold?

      Probably.

      In a place like this, with this kind of money, they wouldn’t spare any expense—even on doors.

      My escort stops just outside, and I tune out his discussion with the other guards and examine the art hanging on the walls. One painting in particular draws my eye, and I step to the side to inspect it more closely.

      A gold frame surrounds the image of what appears to be Fyn’s beach, the very beach where we met. The same waves. The same setting sun. The same pristine sand I can still feel between my toes.

      I reach out to brush my fingers over it, but I jerk my hand back before I can.

      Art isn’t for touching.

      If I had remembered that a year ago, I never would have touched Fyn. He was a beautiful sculpture. An Adonis stepping from the water. He was so far out of my league. I had no business sleeping with him that night. If I had done the smart thing, the responsible thing and looked but didn’t touch…none of this would have happened.

      “This way, miss.” A guard opens the doors inward, and I trail behind the young guard down another long corridor. 

      I’m going to need a map to get around this place. That is, if I’m even allowed to wander around.

      It wouldn’t surprise me if Fyn’s parents keep guards on me at all times.

      To make sure I don’t steal any of the silver.

      A chuckle slips from my lips, and the guard turns his head slightly to examine me.

      I paste on an innocent-looking smile and try to come up with something to say to cover my slightly inappropriate outburst. “Is this the way to Fynix’s room?”

      Way to just blindly follow the armed stranger, Bridget.

      Fyn’s parents could be having this man lead me to the dungeon or something else totally medieval. Though, I doubt they keep the guillotine behind gold doors. 

      But what do I know about palaces?

      “Yes, miss.” He dips his head respectfully. “His Royal Highness’ suite is just ahead.” 

      I never really considered what Fyn’s living situation would be like in the palace, but it’s clear there are personal private quarters separate from wherever he and his parents meet with people publicly.

      We approach another set of golden double doors at the end of the hallway. The two gentlemen keeping guard only pause for a moment to examine us, then they push the doors apart. 

      “This way, miss.” The guard ushers me through before him with a sweeping hand.

      I take one hesitant step inside, and my breath catches in my throat. 

      Holy shit.

      Masculine jewel-toned navies, grays, and subtle reds greet me as the theme of opulence carries on in what appears to be a sitting room or living room area. A large marble fireplace takes up one wall, towering high to what must be twenty-foot ceilings. Lush drapes hang over windows on the far wall, and thick plush rugs cover the polished floor beneath my feet.

      The guards chatter amongst themselves behind me, and even while they’re trying to speak in hushed tones, I still manage to make out bits and pieces.

      “…rally…”

      “…rioters…”

      “…police force…”

      “…assistance…”

      The Royal Family is trying to decide how to handle the growing unrest that threatens the very fabric of the monarchy this country is built upon. All the guards are waiting to see who will be dispatched to contend with the rioters.

      Acid churns in my stomach. I’m a foreigner in Lovolia, and my only contact here is the crown prince of a nation where people seem intent on overthrowing the monarchy.

      Not exactly what I had in mind when I came here. 

      I’m supposed to be going home tomorrow and going back to work Monday. This was supposed to be a quick trip. Get in. Say goodbye. Get over Fyn. Get back home to my life.

      I take another step farther into Fynix’s suite and pace in front of the fireplace, keeping an eye on the still-open doors where the guards talk with their heads together, occasionally glancing at me to offer a hard smile.

      With all that’s happened, my mind won’t stop spinning, and I turn and stare at the painting over the fireplace of what must be the front of the palace, the side everyone on the outside sees. No one ever sees this. No one ever sees the side of Fyn that I’ve seen.

      Hell, I’m calling the crown prince Fyn, for Christ’s sake. That could likely get me hung, drawn, and quartered.

      The thought sends a little shudder down my spine.

      “Are you Bridget?” 

      I jerk at the voice from behind me and turn to find a lovely older lady standing just inside the doors to the suite, a broad smile on her face. 

      “Um, yes?”

      But this woman isn’t Fyn’s mother.

      Thank God.

      The icy reception I got from her earlier is the last thing I want to repeat right now.

      A white apron covers the petite woman’s pale blue dress, and a tight bun of white hair sits high atop her head. She crosses the room and extends her hand to me, her lips ticking up with a smile. “Hello, Bridget. I’m Mira. I’m Lev’s grandmother.” 

      “Oh, hi.”

      Hi? What am I? Five?

      I take her hand and shake it. “I mean…hello, ma’am, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry. I’m just a little flustered and nervous and a lot has happened over the last few hours.”

      My babbling on doesn’t seem to faze her. She just continues to smile at me and releases my hand. “I’m happy to meet you. You’re all Fyn has had on his mind for a very long time. Anyone who can consume that boy in so complete a manner has to be special.” 

      That boy?

      It’s an awfully informal way to refer to the prince, but Fyn did say she was his nanny growing up and that Lev was more like a brother. They probably have a very special relationship like he shares with her grandson.

      My cheeks heat at her compliment. “Thank you so much. It’s nice to meet you. I met Lev earlier.”

      She grins at me and nods. “I know. He told me…” Mira casts a quick glance over her shoulder at the open doors to the suite and the guards. “You boys can close the doors. I’ll take care of her.”

      They eye her for a moment, but eventually, they comply and close the doors, leaving me alone with her.

      She wanders over to sit on one of the luxurious couches and pats the spot beside her. “Sit. Do you know what’s happening?”

      I offer a hesitant nod and slowly lower myself onto the couch.

      “I have a feeling you’ll be awaiting Fyn for a while. His parents need his input. You know, he has a younger, fresher approach which they lack.”

      I gape at the older woman. “Um…I guess.”

      Should she be talking about the king and queen like that?

      She offers me a knowing grin. “Don’t look so worried. I’ll keep you company.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to keep you from anything.”

      “Nonsense.” She flicks a hand in the air dismissively. “Since Fynix doesn’t need a nanny anymore, I’ve become kind of a general housemother around here. I go where I’m needed.” She pats my hand. “And right now, you need me. I’d much rather get to know you than sit and watch the country descend into chaos.”

      “Is…that what’s happening? Is it really bad?”

      A tiny sigh slips from her weathered lips. “It isn’t good, dear, but I have confidence my esteemed friends who sit on the throne can resolve the issue, as they always do.”

      I hope so.
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      I straighten my tie and look down at my suit to ensure everything is in its proper place before I raise my hand and knock on the door to the guest room in my suite. It was so late by the time Father, Mother, and I finished watching the horrific events unfold that I couldn’t bring myself to disturb Bridget once I returned.

      Especially not after abandoning her here alone only hours after bringing her to the palace and fucking her in the damn garden. Only hours after our unexpected reunion and promises that we would figure this out.

      She may turn me away.

      No one would blame her if she did. I wouldn’t blame her if she did, or if she refuses to open this damn door. I almost hope she does. It would prove she isn’t intimidated by being here, by seeing my real world. If she’s still willing to tell Prince Fynix to fuck off like she would the Fyn she met on the beach, it means she won’t lose herself just to have me because I wear a damn crown.

      Hopefully, she understands my duty is to my country, however much I may balk at it. The realities of our situation gnaw at my stomach as the seconds slowly tick by, waiting to see what she does in response to my knock.

      Each one is agony—almost as bad as the days I spent over the last year walking the path from the road to the beach hoping she’d be there, only to find it empty. But it wasn’t empty yesterday. And that gives me hope she won’t leave me standing out here like a complete arse—even though she might think I am one after last night.

      Finally, after what feels like an eternity, the door swings open and Bridget stands before me in a blue floral knee-length sundress. My hands itch to tease the straps off her perfect shoulders and repeat what happened in the garden last night, but instead, I savor her scent as it drifts past my nose.

      “Good morning, Bridget. I hope you slept well and that you weren’t too put out by my absence. Things ran longer than I had anticipated.” I lean against the door jamb and hold my breath waiting for her response.

      The first night I have her here and a rally escalates out of all proportion. What are the odds?

      It’s almost as though, by throwing a spanner into the works, something is telling us this is a horrible idea.

      No.

      I refuse to accept God would put a woman like this in my life only to rip her away from me—again. It would be too cruel and, while I am no saint, the big man upstairs has no reason to do that to me.

      Bridget considers me for a moment, her green eyes raking over my face and down my suit before coming back up to meet mine. Her lips quirk up into a tentative smile, and even though there’s a slight hesitation, it still lights up her face in a way that has me reciprocating.

      “That’s okay. I figured you had a lot going on. Mira kept me company for a while.”

      “Ah, you met Mira, then? That’s good. She’s like a grandmother to me, always has been.” I fight the impulse to reach out and brush a strand of glossy hair behind her ear. “I’m sure I’ll be hearing all about it from her the first chance she gets. The woman loves to meddle.”

      Mira isn’t one to hold back and will doubtless have plenty to say about Bridget.

      Bridget’s smile falters. “Well, hopefully she doesn’t have anything bad to say about me.”

      “Never, love. I guarantee Mira loved you.”

      She relaxes, hugging herself protectively. Her lower lip disappears under her teeth, and she fidgets from foot to foot nervously. “I enjoyed her company. We, uh, watched the news, and I’m thankful she was here because she helped me understand what’s happening in Lovolia. I’m very sorry. It seems like it got pretty crazy. Is…everything okay now?”

      The genuine concern in her gaze and voice sends a little jolt straight to my heart.

      Have I become so jaded by the trappings of the crown that someone being genuine feels foreign?

      “Yes, we’re still working on the ramifications of the unrest that followed the rally, but I came to apologize and to see whether you might be interested in joining my family and me for breakfast this morning.”

      Bridget worries her bottom lip again, that same concern flashing in her gaze.

      I can’t help but reach forward and brush my thumb over the maligned flesh, which gives under my touch, and I long to press my lips there, to taste her again. But I can’t right now. Not when we have to be downstairs soon.

      If I kiss her, we’ll need a hell of a lot longer before I’d be able to present myself in public.

      “No need to worry if you’re not up to it. That’s fine. I just wanted to spend some time with you.”

      She smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Am I dressed okay? Should I change? I hadn’t planned on making a stop at the palace when I packed for this trip. It was supposed to be quick in and out. Only a few days. But I have other things I could wear…”

      I let my gaze rove over her every soft curve before returning to her beautiful face. “You’re perfect, love.”

      She is.

      After having women throw themselves at me for years, the only one I give two fucks about is the one standing right in front of me. The feisty yet cautious American who got drunk on my beach.

      My words bring the light back into her eyes and, this time, her smile is genuine. “Okay then, let’s go.”

      I crook my arm, and she giggles at the move.

      “Such a gentleman.” She beams as though, for a split second, she has forgotten where we are and how difficult this will be.

      If I could freeze this moment in time, I would. I don’t know how many more of these I’ll get. The longer she spends here at the palace, in my world, the harder it will be. But right now, the easy companionship we shared that night on the beach has returned, even without the assistance of cheap tequila. And I’m not going to lose it.

      “You bet your sweet arse, I am.” I wink, then brush my lips against her ear. “When I have to be, but the next time we are alone, I will be anything but a gentleman.”

      A shiver runs through her, and when I straighten, a red flush has spread up her neck and over her cheeks. Her tongue darts out to wet her lips and, even though I promised myself I wasn’t going to kiss her, I crash my mouth to hers and drag her against me, my hands tangling in her hair.

      Her pliant body molds to mine. She slides her arms around my neck and keeps herself impossibly close, like the hours we’ve spent apart since our fun at the gazebo were as unbearable for her as they were for me. I groan against her lips, my cock stirring to life of its own accord. By sheer effort of will, I raise my head, ending the kiss.

      “Damn…” I reach down with one hand and adjust my cock away from the zipper of my trousers as I tighten my grip on her hair with the other. “I can’t go eat with my parents with my cock as hard as granite.”
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        BRIDGET

      

      

      I peek down to Fyn’s crotch, at the painful-looking bulge straining against the front of his pants. Apparently, he missed me as much as I did him last night. Though his absence was understandable, I had hoped to be spending my first night in his warm, strong arms.

      The laugh bubbles from my lips before I can get my hand up to stop it. “I’m sorry?”

      He offers me a lecherous and playful grin and grips my chin between his fingers tightly enough to make my clit pulse. “I don’t think you are sorry at all, love. I think you are enjoying yourself at my expense.”

      True.

      Knowing I can affect a man like Fyn so much, so easily, is one of the headiest feelings in the world.

      He leans in and kisses my lips tenderly, and I can’t stop the little moan that slides past my lips and into his mouth. His grip on my chin tightens again, and he uses it to angle me where he wants me, firmly but not aggressively, just enough to tell me he’s in charge but barely controlling himself.

      I open my eyes and take in this man who has filled almost all my waking thoughts and certainly all my dreams while we were apart.

      His hooded gaze bears the evidence of his barely restrained desire. “Don’t look at me like that, love. I’m not strong enough to resist you.”

      “Then don’t.” I whisper the words, but they sound almost deafening in the thick air between us.

      I landed in Lovolia less than a day ago, and already, this man has consumed me so completely, I can almost forget I don’t belong here.

      “You drive me bloody insane, love. You can’t say something like that to me and not expect me to push you against this wall and cum inside you.”

      His tongue darts out across his lips as he examines me, and he shifts his thumb up from my chin to my lips, slipping it between them. It’s too much of a temptation to deny, and I suck it between them, sliding my tongue around it like I would his cock if he freed it from the confines of that damn suit.

      He growls low and leans in, but instead of ravaging me like I expect, he just pushes his lips to my forehead and holds them there for a moment before pulling away. “Come on, love. Let’s go before I say fuck this breakfast and take you to my bedroom for the rest of the bloody day.”

      Fyn grabs my hand and pulls me along behind him, muttering something under his breath I can’t quite make out. “You little minx.”

      A burst of laughter slips from my lips, and he tucks my arm into the crook of his.

      “I want to show you some things I think you might fancy. You interested? Give me a chance to calm down before breakfast.”

      Fyn looks down at his crotch, and I can’t stop the smirk of satisfaction.

      His warm breath flutters against my ear. “You’re pretty pleased with yourself, aren’t you, love?”

      I offer a shrug and try to hide my grin by examining the different pieces of art lining the corridor inside his suite. “Where are we going?”

      He leads me through the open door of his suite out into another hallway, not even acknowledging the guards, who bow slightly. “Well, since the aforementioned day in bed isn’t an option, I thought the art gallery would be an enjoyable alternate stop.”

      Art gallery?

      Every hallway I’ve been down has been lined with paintings—landscapes and portraits and everything in between— not to mention statues, vases, and other items I’ve only ever seen the likes of at major museums in the States.

      “You have an actual gallery?”

      He nods and continues to guide me. “We do.”

      “And here I thought all the art on the walls was pretty amazing. What do you have that justifies its own gallery?”

      A low chuckle rumbles in his chest. “You’ll see.”

      We turn down yet another corridor, and they all start to look the same to me. “This place is huge. How do you not get lost?”

      “Truthfully, sometimes I did. It’s easy to get turned around in here, but it was bloody great as a kid. Lev and I tore up the palace quite a bit.”

      I can picture a young Fynix and Lev roaming around the halls of this palace with Mira chasing after their every step. They were likely adorable and a handful. “I bet it was awesome.”

      He grins, a faraway look overtaking him for a moment. “It was. Simpler times.”

      “Where are Lev’s parents? You never mention them.”

      Fyn stiffens slightly but gives me a sad smile. “They passed away when he was quite young, around eight. Mira raised him alone after that.”

      Tears burn in my eyes for the small boy who is now such a strong, determined man. “That’s so sad. I can’t imagine losing my parents so young.”

      Even in my mid-twenties it was devastating. For a child, even one as strong as I’m certain Lev was, it must have been catastrophic.

      He glances at me. “It was a hard time for all of us, but Lev is resilient, and he had Mira, which helped immensely.

      “And he had you.”

      Fyn pauses for a moment, considering my words, a small smile playing on his lips despite the sad topic. “He did. Even when I was away at school, we spoke all the time. He kept me abreast of all the palace gossip and made sure to get into enough trouble for the both of us.”

      I chuckle, instantly able to picture exactly that as well. “I bet.”

      We take a left and Fyn leads me through a door on the right. As soon as we cross the threshold, lights flicker on, revealing what he wanted me to see so badly.

      “Fyn, this is…oh, my gosh. Amazing!”

      He ushers me to the center of a long, narrow room, and I turn slowly to take in all the magnificent art hanging on the walls.

      An abstract piece across the room catches my eye first, drawing me over to it. “Is this…holy shit. Is this a Picasso?”

      Fyn nods and grins. “Yes. My grandfather knew him quite well. This one was painted for my grandmother. A gift on their wedding anniversary. Forty years, if memory serves.”

      Just…wow.

      He follows closely behind, letting me gawk at the room full of portraits, massive landscapes, religious works, and florals, all containing plaques with names anyone—even someone like myself with zero art training—would recognize.

      “I can’t believe you have these in your house.”

      “We do loan some of them out to museums around the world, but many are for palace use only. We rotate the ones on display in other parts of the building and bring them back here from time to time.”

      This is amazing. Insane and amazing.

      Fyn watches me pause for a moment in front of each piece, examining it closely while trying not to gawk and make too much of a fool of myself—any more than I already have.

      He wraps his arm around me from behind, resting his head on my shoulder. “What do you think?”

      “It’s all so…overwhelming. So much beauty and history in one place.”

      “It is.” He nods and presses a kiss to my neck. “Now, I think my excitement has ebbed enough to head to breakfast.”

      I step out of his hold and turn to face him. He looks down at his crotch again, and I can’t help but follow his gaze.

      He glances up at me with a smirk. “I’m famished. Are you ready to eat, love?”

      “I am.” All the excitement this morning has left me with a rumbling stomach, and this private tour of the gallery has left me speechless.

      I take his arm again and let him lead me away from the beautiful paintings and toward what will undoubtedly be a tense meal with his parents.

      No backing down, now.
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      Earlier, I joked about how painful this breakfast is going to be, and Bridget has no idea it’s going to be in more ways than one.

      I place my hand on top of hers and squeeze it gently as we make our way toward the Solarium. She may have easily brushed off my abandoning her last night, but it still bothers me. I need to make amends; it certainly wasn’t what I planned for her first night here. I had intended to fuck her so thoroughly, she’d be walking as though she’d spent a week on a horse, or not able to at all.

      Alas, my desires had to be set aside until later, which almost happened this morning. Only years of practiced restraint allowed me to walk away from that, but after the requisite appearances are made and business is dealt with, this woman is all mine.

      “On a serious note, Bridget, I apologize sincerely for abandoning you on your first night at the palace.”

      I, of all people, understand how lonely it can be here in this massive place filled with people—especially so if you don’t know anyone. While it was out of my hands, the guilt remains, despite her assurance that she understood.

      “Really, Fyn, it’s okay.” She places her hand on mine and pats it. “You have nothing to apologize for. You have a country to look after.”

      “Beautiful and understanding. An exquisite package.” I grasp her hand from where it rests on my arm and bring it to my lips, placing a kiss on the back of it.

      That same blush stains her cheeks again.

      So fucking adorable. Then again, everything about Bridget Cavanaugh is adorable.

      That’s what makes walking through the palace down the corridor which will take us to the Solarium, without pushing her against the wall and fucking her silly, so damn hard. While, typically, the Solarium is one of the most tranquil places in the palace, today, tranquility may be the last thing on the menu.

      I swallow hard and glance at Bridget as we approach the room where everyone else is waiting. “I’m afraid I need to tell you something. I was going to warn you last night, but you know how that ended.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      Bridget smiles, and her words are in jest. Hopefully, once I drop the blonde bombshell that is Abigail in her lap, she’ll stay by my side and find it amusing rather than feel she’s been ambushed.

      It could go either way.

      “As you are aware, I attended events with other women. I trust you understand much of that was to keep up pretenses, but one of the ladies, the one you mentioned yesterday, Princess Abigail, is here.”

      Her steps beside me falter, and she pulls me to a stop. “She’s here?”

      I nod slowly, trying to gauge her response. Whatever it is, it isn’t good. A mix of trepidation and anger. Maybe even hurt, which is so much worse.

      “I didn’t invite her, Bridget. My parents did. This was all arranged before I even knew you were coming to Lovolia. Our fathers are dear friends and have business together, and we entertain Abigail whenever she’s in the country.”

      Jesus, I’m word vomiting all over her.

      If I say any more, reveal the true nature of my relationship with Abigail, Bridget will leave. She doesn’t need to know that the gold digger is trying to sink her claws into me and get a ring on her finger, or that Mother and Father want it as well. That they’re demanding it.

      “Are you okay, love?” I graze my fingers over her cheek, wishing I could still see that blush painting it instead of the despair in her eyes. “We can skip this and get breakfast elsewhere. It’s your decision.”

      She worries her bottom lip again, and I’m quickly learning that this is her tell—she’s thinking, considering the options, and concerned about the outcome.

      I bet this woman is shit at poker.

      “If you skip this breakfast, won’t you get in trouble with your parents?”

      I sigh and nod slowly. “Probably, but me getting into trouble with my parents is nothing new.”

      “But it would be one more reason for them to dislike me.”

      That observation doesn’t need a response from me. She understands far more than I gave her credit for.

      Smart and beautiful. The whole package.

      Finally, she squares her shoulders, ready to do battle, and manages a tentative smile. “I’m in PR, Fyn. I understand appearances and having to keep certain people happy. If you’re good with this, then so am I. Let’s eat.”

      She links her arm through mine again, and I plant a chaste kiss to her lips.

      “We should have stayed in my suite, and I could have had you for breakfast.”

      That little shudder rolls through her again, making her tremble against me. “Sounds good to me.”

      A throat clears ahead of us, and fuck if my cock isn’t hard again as, reluctantly, I pry my lips away from the only thing I want to taste right now. I look over at Lev standing down the hall from the Solarium doors.

      “I was sent to fetch you.” He can barely contain the laughter at my pained expression, his lips quirking into a half-grin. “Seems I did.”

      I release a long sigh and approach him, Bridget at my side. “Let me guess, Mother?”

      “Yes, sir.” He inclines his head at me before addressing Bridget. “Good morning, Miss Cavanaugh. You’re looking lovely today.”

      Lev shoots her a wink. The handsome prick is trying to annoy me.

      Fuck him.

      It’s working.

      “Easy, Romeo.” I place my hand against his muscular pec and lean in slightly. “Find your own American. This one is taken.”

      He chuckles quietly, amused he’s getting under my skin. That’s the one problem with having your best friend work for you—he knows far too much about me, including which buttons to push to get a desired effect.

      “After you.” Lev steps to the side and stretches out his arm to usher us forward.

      “Jackass,” I whisper as we pass him. “You’ll pay for that later.”

      All three of us try to contain our laughter. These two seem to get along reasonably well, and I have a feeling they’ll be fast friends. The idea of having her in my life to the point that my best friend becomes her friend elicits an unfamiliar twinge somewhere deep inside me.

      It’s powerful and dangerous.

      Freeing and terrifying.

      So many things all at once.

      We enter the Solarium and, immediately, Abigail rises from her seat to stand like she’s been waiting and is going to fly across the room to greet me. But her mega-watt smile slips when she sees Bridget on my arm.

      Initial confusion turns to angry lines that bracket her mouth and cross her forehead. The light, pleasant disposition she usually possesses, evaporates.

      I stride toward the table and stop behind my usual seat. “Mother, Father…” I smile and nod at both of them, then turn my attention to Abigail. “Abigail.”

      Her lips twist into a sneer, but rather than further acknowledge her or her reaction, I pull out a chair for Bridget next to mine, wait for her to sit, and push it in before taking the seat beside her.

      Abigail slowly lowers herself into her chair, like she can’t process what she’s seeing.

      I place my hand on Bridget’s bare lower thigh under the table. I catch her eyes darting to me in my peripheral vision and squeeze her gently as two footmen serve platters of assorted fruit and freshly baked goods.

      “We’re happy you could join us, son.” Father’s smile is hard as he takes a sip of his orange juice. “And Miss Cavanaugh, how are you finding your stay?”

      “Thank you for your hospitality, sir. I’m enjoying my time in Lovolia.” Bridget’s reply comes on a shaky voice.

      A snort of derision sounds from across the table, and I turn my head just in time to see Abigail’s eye roll. I send her a dirty look.

      Who the fuck does she think she is?

      This isn’t Grandania. She can’t get away with being a rude bitch to someone just because she’s not getting what she wants.

      And I won’t let her immaturity derail my breakfast plans.

      I squeeze Bridget’s thigh under the table again, harder this time, my hand concealed by the linen tablecloth. Bridget flinches, no doubt surprised by the movement. I swallow my amusement, but nothing can stop the wicked fantasies that plague me whenever I’m near this woman.

      “Abigail, have you met Bridget?’ I smile innocently at Abigail as I grab a fistful of Bridget’s skirt and begin to pull it up her thigh inch by inch.

      Abigail frowns momentarily before switching to her sunshine-sweet persona. She smiles at Bridget, and it’s so fake I bite back a chuckle.

      “I hope you enjoy your visit to Lovolia. It’s a beautiful country.”

      The woman Mother and Father want me to marry so badly practically spits out the words, but I don’t bother watching for anyone else’s reactions. I only care about one person in this room, and that’s Bridget.

      She ignores Abigail and picks up a strawberry with one hand while she tries, surreptitiously, to swipe my hand off her thigh with the other. The chuckle escapes me before I can stop it, and I cover it with a cough that startles the room.

      All eyes land on me, their expressions concerned.

      Shit.

      I stifle a guffaw. “Excuse me. Some orange pulp got stuck in my throat.”

      Bridget glances at me out of the corner of her eye and swats my hand again. The others return to their conversation; Abigail talks with Mother, conspiratorially, while Father listens in and nods along. While they’re busy discussing whatever the hell it is, I return to the one thing on my mind—getting my sweet Bridget off.

      It’s what I’ve wanted since the moment she opened that door, and fuck if being at this table is going to stop me.

      I tug Bridget’s skirt up all the way until it puddles in her lap under the table, and she does her best to ignore me. She uses her knife and fork to cut into the frittata on her plate, and I shift my hand to her lace-covered pussy.

      She gasps quietly but tries to behave as though nothing is happening, placing a morsel of food between the lips I keep picturing wrapped around my cock. I push her panties to the side and rub my fingers against her wet slit and up around her clit.

      A sputtering, choking cough comes from deep in her throat as the mouthful of frittata threatens to either come up or kill her.

      With wide eyes, she glares at me, then, smoothing her features, apologizes to the rest of the table, patting her chest. “Please excuse me. Went down the wrong way.”

      Her words rush out, and she reaches for the crystal water glass to take a sip. Abigail scrutinizes her, narrowing her shrewd eyes—but there’s no way she knows what’s happening under the table.

      No one does.

      I keep an eye on the staff buzzing around the room, ensuring no one looks in our direction, lean close and brush my lips to her ear. “Are you okay?”

      Bridget nods but doesn’t look at me, even as a hint of a smile graces her lips. Confident she’s fine and isn’t objecting, I thrust a finger inside her red-hot heat. She’s so wet there’s an audible noise that makes my cock twitch.

      Fuck. I fucking love every dirty second of this.

      Not only am I going to make her feel good, but also, I’m going to do it in front of the people intent on controlling my life.

      Well, they can’t control this.

      I thrust another finger into her, harder.

      “Oh, God,” Bridget moans, and everyone jerks their heads to look at her. She recovers quickly, plastering a smile on her face and raising her fork. “This frittata is amazing. Is that truffle?”

      An almost hysterical laugh bubbles from her lips, and she grabs her water again, taking a large gulp that only makes me fantasize about her swallowing something else instead.

      Fuck. We really should have stayed upstairs…

      I grab my drink with my free hand and take a sip, but I also thrust my finger in and out of her as my cock grows harder by the second. What started as a way to tease Bridget is turning into a growing problem for me, as well. Quite literally.

      Hell.

      I didn’t think this all the way through, but I’m not about to stop now. And the moment this torturous breakfast is over, I’ll take her upstairs to fuck her senseless.
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      Fyn’s fingers move inside me in a maddening delicious rhythm.

      In and out.

      In and out.

      Dragging…

      Curling…

      Pulsing in that perfect spot deep inside me…

      Rolling his thumb over my clit languidly…

      I’m on the verge of coming in front of a room full of royalty.

      Oh shit.

      I clench my thighs together, trapping his hand there so I can try to get a break from the relentless rhythm that’s driving me mad. But his fingers swirl inside me, stroking my G-spot in the most perfect way. My eyes start to roll back in my head, so I force them closed, afraid his parents and that awful girl will see and know what’s going on beneath this immaculate table.

      Earlier, I had worried about what sort of torture I might endure if I somehow overstepped or offended the king and queen…

      But nothing I imagined could ever have compared to this.

      Sheer torture.

      Unable to move—with it or away from it.

      Unable to speak—can’t cry out, can’t demand more.

      Unable to take what I really want—and it sure as hell isn’t his hand.

      I bite the inside of my cheek.

      Shit…that feels incredible.

      As strong as I try to be, at some point, I can’t fight it any longer. I give in, spreading my legs wider and allowing Fyn full access to me.

      And boy, does he take advantage.

      His hand shifts position slightly, and it puts the meaty part of his palm in the perfect position to grind against my clit with each thrust of his fingers.

      Oh, God.

      Oh, God.

      Oh, God.

      I’m so fucking close. Mere seconds away from coming on his hand across the fucking table from literal royalty…

      Heavy footsteps sound from behind us. “Pardon the interruption.”

      I jerk upright in my seat, my eyes flying open, and Fyn’s fingers slide from inside me.

      King Elander narrows his gaze on one of the guards. “What is it?”

      The guard strides to his side to whisper in his ear. I turn to look at Fyn, and he offers me a devilish smile as he slips those fingers that were just inside of me into his mouth.

      Shit, that’s hot.

      His eyes drift closed, and he sucks his fingers clean, right in front of everyone. Watching him makes even more wetness pool between my legs—something I didn’t even know was possible.

      “Fynix!” The king calls sharply and everyone around the room jumps to attention. “Please accompany me to my office. There’s an urgent matter we need to tend to.”

      Shit.

      Fyn murmurs. “I’m sorry, love. I must go, but you stay and eat your breakfast. You must be famished. I’ll make this up to you later.”

      He straightens up and winks while placing his napkin on the table, as if he didn’t just finger fuck me in the damn Solarium of his parents’ castle. But the evidence that he didn’t remain unaffected bulges in his pants. I watch him reach down and adjust himself before he pushes his chair back to stand.

      Every cell in my body screams at me to hop right on top of him and climb him like a tree. But that would be unladylike.

      Yeah, and letting him finger you under the table wasn’t?

      Fyn turns, nods to Lev, and they exit the room with his Father while I’m left alone with the queen and Princess Abigail.

      Just freaking great.

      I watch Fynix’s retreating form, and no sooner has he left the room than Abigail releases a loud sigh and offers a smug grin.

      She takes a sip of her coffee then sits back assessing me. “So, Brianne, tell me, what is it you do back in the good old U.S. of A.? Are you employed? Do you have a job that you go to every day? I find the life of American commoners amusing. You seem to live to work.”

      I can’t miss the condescending tone or the intentional slight.

      This bitch knows damn well that my name is Bridget.

      It’s a game, but if she wants to play, I’m more than happy to throw down.

      “Thanks for asking, Annabelle. I work in PR—”

      “It’s Princess Abigail”—she levels her drop-dead stare on me and drums her nails on the table—“or ma’am.”

      Fuck her. She’s Nobody to me.

      Just a girl who thinks she’s better than me and wants to sink her teeth into Fynix and never let go. I can see the crown she wants so badly glistening in her eyes. She may be a princess, but she wants to be a queen, sitting beside the man who just sat beside me and did wicked things with his hand.

      I summon up my best fake smile, one intentionally designed to show how annoyed I am. “My apologies, Abi, but as I was saying, I work in public relations. We mostly deal with athletes and politicians, but we also handle large companies and celebrities from time to time.”

      If looks could kill.

      Abigail’s nostrils flare with indignation, but it’s the only thing that gives away how pissed she is at my jab. Her true feelings remain buried beneath a saccharin-sweet smile and her poised demeanor.

      This chick hates me.

      For some reason, that makes me smile and want to hit her again. Maybe I want to see her break, want to see her lose her cool while sitting with the queen, who has been watching our exchange unfold with rapt attention.

      “If you’re interested, I’m sure my company would consider taking you on as a client. Everyone can use a good PR team to clean up any tarnishes to their image, and mine is the best.”

      I don’t get to revel too long in the burning flames of hell flashing in the princess’ eyes. Fynix’s mother shifts in her seat and clears her throat to break the tension across the table.

      “How long do you plan to stay in our country, Bridget? I assume you need to return to work soon.”

      Ouch.

      Score one for the queen.

      She may intimidate the hell out of me, but I’ve always been good with parents—whether they be of my friends or my boyfriends in the past. Parents just seem to like me, but not Fyn’s mother. The Queen of Lovolia clearly hates my guts. It drips from every word she says. It’s crystal clear in the way her eyes cut to me, assessing, looking for lies or anything else she can latch onto as an excuse to get rid of me.

      And I almost understand her reasoning.

      After all, I’m an American who fucked her son on a beach the first night she met him, and now, months later, I’m back and hooking up in the palace gardens.

      God, what if there were cameras out there?

      The idea that anyone, let alone his mother, saw me fuck Fyn in the gazebo, makes my cheeks heat and the few bites of breakfast I’ve managed to get down churn mercilessly in my stomach. But Fyn assured me we were safe and alone out there, so the possibility didn’t even cross my mind.

      When we’re together, time stands still and nothing in the world exists except us. That’s a very addictive feeling. Fynix is a very addictive man.

      And that’s very dangerous.

      So is what I just let him do to me sitting at this very table.

      The Bridget who came to Lovolia last year never would have let that happen. The one who was supposed to be coming to say goodbye to him wouldn’t have, either. But being responsible and rational Bridget seems to be harder and harder the more time I spend with Fyn.

      “I’m here for a week or so, ma’am.”

      “A week or so?” Abigail raises her blond eyebrows at me. “You are lucky, Bridget. Your schedule is so empty that you can just…how do the Americans say? Fly by the seat of your pants?”

      She shrugs and laughs like she didn’t just insult me and the whole of America.

      This bitch.

      “Yeah, totally open to spending as much time with the prince as I can.” I smile at Abigail and bat my lashes.

      Take that, Princess Bitchass.

      Abigail leans back in her chair, the smile falling from her overly-made-up face, but I don’t get to revel in her annoyance for long.

      “So…” The queen continues, “you’ve put your life, your career, on hold to visit my son, indefinitely? Where do you see this fling between the two of you going? Are you hoping for more? Because that would be”—her gaze cuts to Abigail—“impossible.”

      Ouch.

      Fyn’s mother seems intent on tearing me a new asshole and making me look like some dumb, naïve little girl, but she looks and sounds so fucking regal it would almost be mesmerizing if it weren’t so insulting.

      I’ve never met anyone who has so eloquently called me a gold digger, and no matter how lovely she may speak, that’s clearly what this is—a warning and an accusation.

      I open my mouth to speak to try and defend myself in some way.

      That’s not what this is!

      I want to shout it out to the rafters, to explain to these women so intent on destroying me and my relationship with Fynix that we have a real connection, that I truly had no idea who he was when we hooked up a year ago, but before I get a chance, the queen holds up her hand to silence me.

      “I know how you Americans love a fairytale, but a monarchy is far more than jewels, crowns, and parties, dear. There’s real work involved. Our nation needs someone who was raised to be a queen and can handle all that the position, the crown, and the king demands.”

      Wow.

      She sure didn’t hold anything back besides outright telling me I’m trying to fuck my way into a crown. The queen cuts her gaze to Abigail, who smiles at her before turning to level her ice blue eyes on me.

      “To be honest with you, Miss Cavanaugh, Prince Fynix is betrothed in all ways that matter.”

      “What?” I shake my head to try to clear the fog that must be enveloping it after what Fyn just did to me, because I couldn’t have heard her correctly. “Betrothed? I don’t understand.”

      Fynix said there was nothing between Abigail and him, that it was all just for show, to appease his parents. But the queen isn’t refuting Abigail’s statement.

      That tells me all I need to know.

      Yet, I must be some glutton for punishment because I can’t stop myself from confirming what’s clear and laid out right in front of me. “To you?”

      No wonder the queen and Abigail have been less than civil to me. It’s more than just her being jealous because she wants Fynix. She’s been promised to him. His parents have arranged this whole thing with her father, and Fynix has been parading me—his side piece—around in front of everyone.

      I guess that’s just the type of thing you do when your entitlement knows no bounds.

      My stomach turns, and what just happened under the table suddenly feels even dirtier than before—and not in the good dirty way.

      I’m the very thing I despise. I’m the other woman.

      “Yes, to me.” Abigail flashes a gloating smile. “I’m just waiting for him to settle and be done sowing his wild oats, as they say.”

      She bats those long, fake lashes at me, the final “play” in the game I’ve apparently lost.

      All I want is for the earth to open up in this very Solarium and swallow me whole.

      I’m a fucking oat receptacle…

      That’s what they’re telling me—that this thing between Fynix and me is temporary and they’re only allowing it because they know when it’s over, he’ll go right back to falling in line and marrying Abigail as arranged.

      I swallow back a sob threatening to climb up my throat. “My apologies to you both. I had no idea. Would you please excuse me?”

      Without waiting for a response to my question, I push back my chair and stand, forgetting my skirt is still bunched up in my lap.

      Add that to the list of embarrassing moments. I just showed my lacy thong to a queen and a princess.

      I can’t even look at them as I turn and exit the Solarium.

      What in the world was I thinking coming back to Lovolia in the first place?
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      The man staring back at me from the television screen does not appear dangerous. He looks like an average guy. The type you’d see at a local coffee shop, having a cuppa and typing away on his laptop creating his next great novel.

      But I know different.

      Neal Lofton is dangerous.

      The rally yesterday proves that. While he might claim the violence resulting from his group’s efforts wasn’t initiated by them, that they can’t control the people who go too far…that’s bullshit.

      I know it. And Father sure as hell knows it, too.

      Standing next to me, he studies the screen, arms folded, shoulders squared, eyes narrowed on the man who is causing so much turmoil.

      What happened yesterday in Lovolia is only the start.

      Our greatest fear realized.

      This broadcast from the headquarters of the Lovolian Liberation Movement is designed to do only one thing—stir the fucking pot that’s already boiling over.

      “King Elander, along with the rest of the royal family, sleep in their palace and sit on their thrones and don’t give a shit about what happens to any of us out here on the streets. They’ve proved that repeatedly by not giving the people a chance to voice what we want. There’s a reason this world has moved away from monarchies the like of which governs Lovolia, and it’s because they are inherently dangerous to the people. Dangerous to our freedom from tyranny. Yet the royal family refuses to consider that a change might be beneficial for their subjects. Instead, they lord their power over us, taking our money, dictating our laws without any checks and balances in place.”

      The camera zooms in on him, and his merciless, dark eyes appear to look directly into mine.

      “While I don’t condone the type of violence which occurred here because it could injure innocent people, sometimes, action is the only way to make our voices heard. Regrettably, it seems King Elander can’t hear us from his lofty perch in the palace. Well, this is your warning, King Elander. The people of Lovolia won’t sit back any longer and allow you to make decisions for us, to live off the hard-earned money and broken backs of your people. If you won’t step down voluntarily, we will force you.”

      The broadcast cuts out, and a weighty silence descends on the two dozen people in the room. Father contemplates the blank screen for a few moments while I, and everyone else, await his reaction.

      This had been building for a while. Ever since King Reginald agreed to institute a constitutional monarchy in Grandania, things have become increasingly heated. And not just here, but in several other countries who continue to be ruled by an absolute monarchy as well.

      We’re a dying breed, and the lure of something bright and sparkly like democracy is making some people go to lengths we never fathomed. Neal Lofton is only the face of the movement here; there are dozens across the world fighting the same fight against a government system they deem antiquated.

      But we’ve always been good to our people. We’ve led them with strength and respect for generations.

      Lovolia is peaceful. Or at least, it was…until recently.

      Now, they’ll use the violence they created, against us, to prove our way of running the country must change.

      They have no idea the fight they’re in for.

      Finally, Father huffs an annoyed sigh and glances at me. “I can see why people are so taken with him. He is quite charismatic.”

      I echo his sigh and nod. “That he is. Apparently, he was popular when he was teaching political science at Oxford. A student favorite.”

      “Yet he quit a tenured position to return to his home-land to stir up this unrest.” Father grunts, shakes his head, then sits behind his desk. “A damn professor turned coup leader.”

      “You think he wants to stage a coup? That’s a serious endeavor.”

      Manuel and Lev remain silent where they stand near the door, attentive but not interjecting an opinion. Captain Nichols clears his throat and steps forward, his hands crossed at his lower back, immaculate, as always, in his police uniform.

      “Sir, may I make an observation?”

      Father waves his hand at him. “Yes, yes, please go ahead. Give us any information you have.”

      The man who has been the chief of Lovolia’s police force for twenty years swings his gaze between Father and me. “As you know, in addition to the destruction of private property, five people were injured at the rally.”

      Father shifts in his chair, clearly uncomfortable with having to discuss such a blight on his reign. “How? By your men?”

      Nichols shakes his head. “We’re not entirely sure, but my men insist they did not step out of line and were only there for crowd control. It is conceivable those who sustained injuries were trampled in the rush of people trying to avoid arrest or when the properties were damaged. We’re reviewing security camera footage to obtain more details.”

      “And how many were taken into custody?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      Father nods, and I rub my nape, massaging the mounting tension. It doesn’t sound like a lot of people, but with a population of only one hundred thousand, it provides a window into the number of those genuinely interested in what that asshole on the television has been pushing for—which is kicking us out.

      That will never happen.

      The Yates family have run this country for two and a half centuries, and we won’t disappear because someone thinks they can do it better.

      Father steeples his fingers in front of his mouth. “What do you think about what our friend Mr. Lofton had to say?”

      Captain Nichols glances toward the blank screen. “That it is a threat and not a veiled one.”

      I nod and sit on the edge of the desk. “I agree. The man is determined to stir up trouble while he’s safely protected by his minions. Do we have anything we can arrest him on?”

      Nichols shakes his head. “Not at the moment. They had a permit for the rally. We arrested those who were non-compliant with crowd control or violent, and he wasn’t one of them.” He shoves his hand through his salt and pepper hair and adds, guilefully, “Now, if you’re asking about trumped-up charges to take him off the street—”

      “No, no, no…” Father rises to his feet and waves his hands. “We’re not doing that. We’re not turning into exactly what he’s accusing us of being—royals who abuse their power and position and take from their people without giving anything back.”

      “Sir”—Nichols shifts uneasily—“I’d like you to reconsider your previous decision about sending in the Royal Guard to assist with crowd control at these types of events.”

      Father looks at me, the question unspoken.

      I shake my head. “We can’t. As I said previously, to send in the Royal Guard plays right into their hands and gives them more ammunition.”

      The last time this course of action was raised, I managed to convince Father to listen to me and keep the Royal Guard here, but if these clashes continue to escalate, he’s not going to care about my concerns much longer.

      Father turns back to Nichols and shakes his head. “I agree with Fynix. We are best served staying out of it. Don’t pander to his ego and don’t acknowledge him or his interests by involving the Royal Guard or anyone else connected with the palace.”

      “A judicious plan, Father, but something has to be done before the situation worsens and someone gets killed.”

      Nichols looks to Father. “What do you suggest, sir?”

      Father drops back into his chair, rubbing his temples. “Honestly, at this point, I don’t know.”

      The man we rely on to keep the peace on the streets of Lovolia casts a furtive glance at me before clearing his throat and turning to Father. “Perhaps we ought to arrange an official meeting with Lofton and his group. It wouldn’t be a public acknowledgement the way sending in the royal guard would be, but we may be able to reach a resolution of some sort.”

      Father considers him for a moment, his jaw clenched, brow furrowed. “It might not be a bad idea.”

      I twist to face him, crossing my arms in front of me. “What good will that do? Father, you do not intend to relinquish power, do you?”

      The corner of his mouth tilts into a half-grin. “Of course not, but sitting down with them and making them feel as though they’re being heard might go a long way.”

      I snort and give Father a look. “I doubt it. Lofton seems resolute. I daresay he won’t back down until he gets what he wants.”

      Father stiffens his spine and sets his palms on his desk. “It’s a good thing I too am resolute.”

      Those words are final. The last thing he’ll say on the matter. When he assumes that stance, he means business and is putting down his royal foot.

      I’ve seen it too frequently of late, when I butt heads with Mother and him over just about everything, but, on this, we agree. We can’t yield to Lofton and his group, it behooves us to behave nicely, even if they don’t.

      I lever myself off the desk and nod to Captain Nichols. “Keep us updated on any new developments and review the video footage for any potential charges which might stick. Anything we can hold over this man’s head.”

      Captain Nichols inclines his head and departs, leaving the door open with our personal guards still standing beside it.

      Father focuses on them and smiles, not unkindly. “Lev, Manuel, can we have the room, please?”

      Lev tosses me a look that means I better be filling him in on whatever is said behind this closed door. They step out into the hall, leaving me alone with Father.

      He eyes me, scratching absently at the stubble on his jaw he would never allow anyone but us to see him with. “What do you really think, son?”

      I wander over to the window to look out at the garden where Bridget and I walked, where we spent such an incredible evening only to have it interrupted by this shitshow.

      Pressing my palms against the glass, I lean on it, staring down at the maze in the center, the twists and turns that seem to mimic my life lately. “I don’t know. Part of me sympathizes with what he’s saying—”

      “What? How can you—”

      I swivel around and hold up a hand to stop him. Only Mother or me can get away with doing that to the king, but in here, like this, he’s simply my father. “But he has to understand that just because he wants change doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.”

      That seems to placate Father somewhat, and he sits back in his chair, relaxing slightly.

      I wander over to the desk and lower myself into one of the chairs facing him. “Until we have something we can hold him on, there isn’t much we can do other than try to appease him and keep the peace.”

      “You think that will work?”

      “Not for long.”

      “Then what?”

      Then what?

      It’s the ultimate question, for this current predicament and for me with Bridget.

      She’s here.

      After all this time, the thing I never dreamed would truly be possible has happened. I thought she had left Lovolia and forgotten about me, pushed me away to return to her “safe” and boring life with another guy like Barry. I never imagined she’d be pining away as I was, unable to brush off those few moments of true connection we shared one night in the sand.

      I smile to myself, just knowing she’s here, not just in Lovolia, but within the palace walls.

      It means there’s a chance.

      Likely a slim one.

      There are still so many obstacles. So many things we must overcome for this to go anywhere or be anything.

      Some of them more difficult than others.

      Glancing at Father, I stand. I can’t leave Bridget alone any longer today. “I have some things I need to take care of.”

      He raises a bushy gray eyebrow at me and narrows his eyes. “That girl can’t stay here, Fynix. You know what would happen if the media got wind of this?”

      I scowl at him and tighten my hand on the doorknob. “I think the media might be quite interested in the story of a prince dating an American commoner and his parents objecting and trying to thwart his wishes.”

      Father slams his palms against the desktop, rattling the few things he keeps on top of it. “You wouldn’t. It would only add fuel to the fire that Lofton has already lit and show once again how antiquated our way of living is.”

      “Exactly, Father. You and Mother might want to think on that. Goodnight.”

      I open the door and slam it closed behind me, the final word on a conversation that’s over—at least for the time being. But I’m smart enough to know it’s far from finished.

      Not by a longshot.
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      I’ve spent time at some awkward meals before, sat at the table with people who were on the verge of divorce, or drunk out of their minds, or between people who absolutely hated each other and couldn’t stand to be in the same room. But the meal I shared with Fynix’s mother and Princess Abigail had to have been the most uncomfortable one ever.

      Even before they dropped their betrothed bombshell, it was clear they were a team intent on decimating any hope I might have had about what might happen with Fyn.

      And they succeeded.

      I stagger out of the Solarium and into the hallway. Getting out of that damn room lifts the giant weight off my chest, but the word betrothed keeps floating around my head, threatening to unravel me completely.

      He’s marrying that woman.

      That princess.

      The one who fits the perfect mold the queen is looking for in a partner for her son. Someone who is poised, who has been trained how to handle the spotlight, who understands the ins and outs of the monarchy and world affairs. Someone who can play the part of a perfect queen—not some blue-collar trash from Colorado.

      This isn’t how Mom and Dad raised me, surrounded by butlers and art and snobby pieces of shit like Abigail. It’s a completely different life. A different world. One that’s overwhelming me after only a damn day here.

      I try to suck in a deep, cleansing breathe of the incredibly fresh and pleasant scented air around me. A place like this should smell stuffy and old. It certainly looks it, but somehow, it isn’t. It’s vibrant and full of life. Though, maybe that’s just because Fyn lives here and he’s all those things.

      They’re what drew me to him that night.

      Well, that and the perfect washboard abs and that damn V thing…

      Heat rushes between my legs thinking about him. About that night. About last night out in the garden. About what he did to me at the breakfast table.

      Christ, what am I doing?

      I scrub my hands over my face and wander down the hall, as far away from the Solarium and those women as possible.

      Twenty-foot ceilings soar above me, carved out of marble or granite or something else so expensive I’ve never heard the name of it. The carpet runner up the middle of the hallway that crushes softly under my feet probably costs more than I make in a year at my job.

      Shit.

      A job I’ll no longer have if I don’t get back to it by Monday.

      How long are you really going to stay here when you don’t even know what this is?

      Any answer to that question remains elusive. The two sides of me war over what the “right” thing to do is in this situation. I can be the “responsible” adult and go home, back to work, back to life, or I can stay here and pretend this fantasy can last even though he’s betrothed to another woman and his parents will clearly never accept me.

      Both will hurt for different reasons.

      I turn a corner and wander down the next hallway, toward what I think is the back of the palace and a way out. Hopefully to the gardens. At least out there I can breathe, take in the fresh air, and try to forget all the reasons why this is such a terrible idea for a few moments. Maybe even long enough to convince myself that staying is a good one.

      When Fyn said Abigail meant nothing to him and it was all for show, I believed him. He seemed genuine, and he has continued to appear sincere in everything he’s said to me since we arrived back here. But a man like Fyn, used to being on camera and in the public eye, has no doubt developed stellar acting abilities.

      Can I really trust any of it?

      My heart says yes. My head says no.

      It’s the realist in me, the one I was raised to be. I can’t pretend this is going to get any easier, but it has only been one day.

      Give it a little time, Bridg. Give Fyn a little time.

      I make my way down the hall, passing a number of closed doors and guards who give me interested looks but don’t stop me from progressing. A flash of color to my left draws me to a stop, and I turn toward it and peek my head in an open door.

      The gallery took my breath away, but this, it stills my heart.

      Rows of portraits line each side of the long room, the kings on one side, queens on the other, and in front of each beautiful painting of a Queen of Lovolia, an ornate dress set on a mannequin that must have belonged to the woman staring back from the gilded frame.

      Almost three centuries of the Yates family take up these walls, Fyn’s father and mother on the end closest to me. The man looks back at me with familiar blue eyes, and next to him, Fyn’s grandfather—the resemblance between the three men absolutely uncanny.

      I turn to the other side, to the portraits of the queens and the stunning dresses. Intricate lace and fabric unlike anything I’ve ever seen. I slowly make my way down the row, examining the older dresses and women who helped rule this country. Beautiful, strong women who look as regal as their titles demand.

      How does Bridget of Colorado stack up in comparison?

      Not very well.

      Seeing these portraits and dresses only reinforces how very American and clueless I really am, yet I can’t look away, continuing down until I reach the back where a large glass case fills up the entire width of the room.

      I jerk to a stop and blink a few times. “Is that? Wow.”

      The crown sits atop a soft-looking, lacy blue pillow, diamonds and sapphires in it sparkling under the lighting in the case beside other dazzling jewelry on stands on either side.

      “This can’t be the real one,” I whisper the words to myself, but in the silent room, they’re loud enough to make me jump a little before I take another step toward it.

      The stunning beauty of the craftsmanship makes my heart leap. It’s the ultimate sign of the monarchy, the physical expression of the power Fynix’s father holds. I should hate it, despise looking at it because of what it represents. The very thing that could ultimately keep us from having a future. Yet, I can’t stop staring at it. Regardless of what it stands for, it’s a beautiful piece of art.

      “You’ll never get it.”

      I jump at the words spoken behind me and press my hand over my racing heart as I whirl toward it. “Excuse me?”

      Fyn’s mother stands a few feet behind me, her lips pursed together and shrewd gaze set on me. “I said you’ll never get it.” She inclines her head toward the crown. “You’ll never get any crown.”

      “What?”

      She takes a step toward me. “Don’t play dumb with me, Bridget. My son may believe your little story about not knowing who he was when you were here last year, but his father and I never did. And we still don’t. You’re here for one thing and one thing only.” She points to the crown. “And you’re never going to get it. You don’t have any future with my son. And you never will.”

      Her words hit me like sharp barbs slicing at my skin, and I stumble slightly backward, away from her. “No, that’s not true. If I had, why would I have left? Why would I have gone home and stayed away for so long? What purpose would that have served or good would that have done me in some grand plan?”

      Her smirk matches Fyn’s, but hers holds malice, whereas her son’s is playful and warm. “You’re smart, I’ll grant you that. You knew that to ensure my son would become obsessed with you, would not be able to move on from you, you needed to do the one thing no other woman ever has.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Deny him what he wants. Fynix could have any woman on this planet. He’s had Abigail at his side for a year. Yet, all he can think about is the woman he met on the beach a year ago.” Her spite softens momentarily. “I have to say I’m impressed you took it so far and dragged it out for so long. But I see right through you, and soon, my son will, too. You’ll never get your hands on the crown, and you’ll never have Fynix. Not permanently.”

      My eyes start to burn with unshed tears as I try to form a response to the accusation she just threw at me. As if what she and Abigail said at breakfast wasn’t bad enough, now, she’s come right out and laid what she thinks of me on the table.

      She wants to make sure I’m crystal clear on where she stands where I’m concerned. And now, she’s more than made her point.

      The queen steps closer to me and leans in, the sharp scent of her perfume permeating the air. “Don’t unpack your bags.”

      Her inference clear, she brushes past without a backward glance to leave me in the middle of the room trying to catch my breath and process what just went down.

      I’ll never be enough for her and Fyn’s father.

      Never.

      “Oh, there you are.” Fyn’s voice jerks me around. He approaches with a smile, but as soon as he sees my face, it falters. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

      I can’t tell him what his mother just said to me. Despite their differences of opinion and butting heads, he loves her, and he either wouldn’t believe me or would and it would cause an even bigger rift between them. Me being here has already caused enough problems. I don’t need to make it worse.

      Instead, I force a smile and swipe at my eyes to ensure I’m not crying. “Everything’s fine. I was just admiring the dresses and the crown.”

      Fynix looks at it over my shoulder. “That’s the ceremonial one. It only gets aired once or twice a year, which is why it’s kept in here, in the private residence, along with the other crown jewels.”

      “I see.”

      I pretend to listen to him when all I can think about are his mother’s words.

      Don’t unpack your bags.

      Fyn places his arms on my shoulders and draws me to him. “I’m sorry I had to abandon you this morning. Again.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      He releases a sigh and drops his forehead against mine. “It will be. I hope.”

      Me, too.

      I desperately want to embrace everything he has said to me as the truth, that he means the words, but he didn’t tell me about the arrangement to marry Abigail. That’s a major piece of the puzzle to leave out.

      He lifts his head and grins at me. “Come on. Let me give you that tour of the palace I promised you yesterday. Then, we can finish what we started earlier.”

      My body heats at the memory, even though I do my best to keep it at bay. Just being this close to Fyn makes it hard to concentrate on anything else.

      “That sounds amazing. But I have a question.”

      One of his blond brows quirks. “What’s that?”

      “Abigail said you’re ‘betrothed’ to her.”

      His jaw tightens. “No. I told you, that’s all for Mother and Father. They want me to marry her. That’s all. Nothing has or will ever happen between me and Abigail.”

      It’s a valid explanation, but it doesn’t ease the pain of what she said or the concern over what’s to come.

      It’s been less than twenty-four hours since I came here with Fyn, and he’s already been called away on business twice. His life—this life—is so different than mine. And after what his mother just said, it’s becoming more and more clear that it might be too different to overcome.
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      The phone rings three times before Daphne finally answers. “Bridget! I was just thinking about you. I was gonna call to confirm what time your flight gets in tomorrow. I want to make sure I don’t need to take off work early.”

      I release a sigh and sit on the luxurious bed in Fyn’s room where I’ve slept the last few nights. I’ve managed to get away with sending Daph short texts since I arrived, not revealing the major change of situation. I’m a chicken, but I’ve been too afraid of how she’ll react and kept putting it off as long as possible.

      But I can’t anymore, not when my return flight leaves tomorrow and I haven’t decided if I’ll be on it or not. “Um…that’s what I was calling about.”

      “Oh, shit. Your flight didn’t get canceled, did it? I know you don’t want to be stuck there any longer than you have to be.”

      That would have been true a few days ago. When I left, the fact I couldn’t get a returning flight for almost a week was an annoyance. It meant more time in the place I only came to in order to accomplish one thing—saying goodbye. But now, so much has changed so fast.

      Has it really only been five days?

      Daphne isn’t going to understand why I’m staying. She hasn’t met Fyn. She hasn’t experienced what it’s like to be around him, to feel his energy, his touch. She will see this as an epic failure of my entire goal in coming here.

      And it is.

      An epic, monumental failure.

      “Um, no, the flight didn’t get canceled.” I take a steadying breath, the truth sitting on the tip of my tongue but reluctant to come out. “But I’m not going to be on it.”

      “What?” Daphne jostles the phone. “Bridget, what’s going on?”

      I’ve lost my ever-loving mind, apparently.

      “I-I saw Fyn.”

      “You what?”

      “I landed. I checked into the hotel. I had a drink or two.” Maybe it was three. “To get the courage up to go back to that beach. And while I was standing there, watching the sunset, hoping it would be what I needed to move on with my life…he just…appeared.”

      “He was there?”

      I flop back across the bed and drop my forearm over my eyes. “Yep. He said he came back to the beach every day for the last year, hoping I’d be there and—”

      Daphne scoffs. “You believe that bullshit? Sounds like quite a damn line.”

      I think about the logistics. “I don’t know if I believe that he was there every day. I mean, he has obligations in Lovolia that occupy him every day. He has to go on foreign trips with his parents or on their behalf. But I get the feeling he was definitely there a lot.”

      He had told me it was the place he went to escape.

      Why would that have changed just because we fucked on the sand?

      “Maybe I should have known coming back on the anniversary of our first meeting that I might run into him. Maybe I secretly wanted to, deep down.”

      “Oh, no. Bridget, you didn’t?”

      She doesn’t need to expand. We both know exactly what she’s referring to, and it’s why I’ve been dreading calling her.

      “I did.” I wince. A lot. “I’m at the palace right now.”

      “You’re what?”

      “I’m at the palace, in his private suite in the residential section, lying on his bed.”

      The massive, fluffy, most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in. Though, that may have something to do with the company. Despite Fyn being busy over the last few days dealing with the aftermath of the rally violence, we’ve managed to find time to further explore the palace grounds…and each other. He may not be able to fall asleep and wake with me every day, but when he is here, in this bed with me, all seems right with the world.

      “Holy shit. Did you two…”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you meet the king and queen?”

      “Yep.”

      “But what about that girl he’s dating? Princess Whatever we kept seeing photos of him with?”

      Images of that smug smile Abigail gave me when she said betrothed flash through my head, and I clench my fist and slam it down on the bed. My anger over her attitude and cuntiness hasn’t abated. If anything, it’s only grown as I’ve spent more and more time with Fyn.

      Bitch.

      “She’s here, though not staying at the palace, thank God. But she’s around a lot due to her family’s friendship with the king and queen, and she’s making it very obvious that she’s unhappy with me being here just as much as his parents are.”

      “But you two are together?”

      “I guess so.”

      It sure seems like it. I’m more with Fyn than I have been with any other man, including Barry. And it isn’t just the physical connection, the constant need, the lust. He’s the only one—besides maybe Daphne—I can just be with.

      Companionable silence.

      Never awkward.

      Never strained.

      Just comfortable in a way I didn’t know could exist.

      “You guess so?” She groans. “Well, what are you and Fyn? I mean, are you his girlfriend?”

      I wince. “I don’t know.”

      “Is this a long-term thing?”

      The answer doesn’t want to come out, mostly because I can anticipate how Daphne will react and she’s absolutely right for doing it. “I don’t know.”

      “Bridget, what the hell are you doing? If you don’t get on that flight tomorrow, you’re not going to make it back to work on Monday. And you’ve used all your vacation time.”

      “I know.”

      “So, what? You’re just going to lose your job?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Jesus, Bridget. What do you know?”

      I release another heavy sigh. “That I don’t know anything, apparently.”

      “Giiiiiiiiiiirl, you are in sooooo much trouble. This guy is like your kryptonite. You get within five feet of him and all your willpower and your ability to think disappears.”

      She isn’t wrong about that.

      Still, the desire to defend Fyn and the situation I find myself in bubbles up. “Remember, you were the one trying to convince me to bang a hot surfer that day…”

      Daphne scoffs. “Well, yeah, but I didn’t say to bang the prince. That comes with its own whole set of problems.”

      “No shit.” I squeeze my eyes closed, the memories of all the amazing times we’ve spent together mixing with the countless hours I’ve been alone, stuck in the palace and on the grounds with nothing to entertain myself except the amazing library and gardens. “I knew this would be complicated. I just didn’t think…”

      “You didn’t think what?”

      I push myself up and climb from the bed to wander over to the window overlooking the beautiful grounds. “I don’t know what I thought. I guess I shouldn’t have expected his parents to welcome me with open arms. They have their reputation and appearances to uphold. Being in PR, I totally get that. I guess I thought…I don’t know. They’d want him to be happy. And that if that’s what I did, made him happy, maybe things would be okay.”

      She sighs sympathetically. “Honey, I hate hearing you so distressed like this. I had hoped this trip would be a new start for you, like it should have been last year. I think you need to really look at the big picture. Where do you see this ending up? Are you marrying this guy? Has he proposed? Has he told you he loves you?”

      “Fuck no, Daph. It hasn’t even been a full week.”

      “Okay, I get that. But you’re gonna give up your job here for something you don’t even know has a future? What about your apartment? How are you going to pay the rent if you don’t have a job?”

      I squeeze my eyes closed.

      All very good questions that I’m going to need to figure out answers to very soon.

      A heavy silence lingers on the line; Daphne undoubtedly thinking the same thing.

      Finally, she releases a mirthless laugh. “Jesus, Bridget, only you would get yourself into a situation like this.”

      “Hey, not only were you the one encouraging me to bang some hot surfer that day, you also suggested that I need a little bit more excitement in my life and that I had to stop dating men who were boring and predictable.”

      “Well, I think you went to the other extreme.”

      I release a sharp laugh and nod. “Yeah, you could definitely say that. Fynix is anything but predictable. You should have seen what he did to me the other day during breakfast.”

      “What do you mean?”

      My body heats remembering his touch, the rush of having it happen somewhere so public and wrong. “He finger-fucked me under the table while I sat across from his parents and that princess we saw him with, Abigail.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “Nope. Full-on finger-fucking.”

      “That might be the hottest thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life.”

      I laugh at her choice of words, because it truly was. “Yeah, well, it would have been a lot hotter if he had gotten to finish me, but he was called away.”

      “Ouch. Blue clit, huh?”

      “Yep, it’s a real thing.”

      “What did he get called away for?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. Obviously, there are things he can’t tell me. Shit has been a little unsettled around here lately, so I know it has to do with that, but he hasn’t told me any specifics.”

      Is this what it would be like?

      A future where my husband can’t or won’t discuss the things weighing on him sounds doomed to fail. That isn’t the kind of relationship I want. Barry hid things from me and look where that ended up.

      “Oh, God, I totally forgot about that. I saw on the news there was some sort of riot or something.”

      “Yeah. He’s been a busy dealing with that.”

      “Is it even safe for you to be there right now?”

      Is it?

      I never considered my own personal safety since Lovolia has always had a reputation for being incredibly safe for tourists, but it seems things may be changing, and not in a good way.

      “That’s a very good question.” Perhaps one that I should have been asking myself and should probably ask Fyn. “I don’t know.”

      “Have you noticed yourself repeating that over and over during this phone call?”

      I stare at the purple wisteria barely visible in the center of the maze. “Yes.”

      “Honey, you need to really think about getting on that plane tomorrow. Because if you don’t, you’re going to be jobless and homeless. What will you have to come back to when this all falls apart? When he decides he wants to marry the princess, or that this was fun—fucking the American tourist—but that he needs somebody he can put in front of the camera and parade around to these events who actually holds some power?”

      Shit. Daphne’s right.

      I can’t give up my job, my apartment, my entire life back in Colorado just because I like this guy.

      Can I?

      At this point, what is it other than a sexual attraction?

      We clearly can’t keep our hands off each other, but I’d be lying to myself if I said there wasn’t more there. There’s a pull, this electric charge that sizzles every time we’re in the same room together. It’s more than lust. It’s just…more. Even if I can’t find the words for it, it just is.

      I’d be a fool to let something like that go.

      Wouldn’t I?

      Or am I a fool to give it all up when there’s no real potential for a future with him?

      I drop my forehead against the warm glass. “I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

      “Yeah, hon. You always do. But I’m worried that this time your lust for that man is going to cloud your judgment.”

      It already has.

      “Just remember you were the one who pushed me into this a year ago.”

      “I take full responsibility for wanting you to get laid to forget Barry. I just didn’t think you’d fuck a prince.”

      “Yeah, me either. But now that I have, I guess it means I need to figure some shit out.”

      “You do…and quickly…”
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        FYNIX

      

      

      Sitting across from Lofton, with Father at one side and Captain Nichols at the other, a sense of foreboding and dread settles in my stomach like a solid rock.

      As I had surmised when I saw him on the television only a few days ago, he is a master at hiding his determination and the sinister intent behind an inoffensive appearance.

      Father is of the belief that arranging this face-to-face meeting would buy us some time, give us some insight and perhaps prevent further violence, but the gleam in Lofton’s eyes tells me quite the opposite.

      This fucker is relishing the knowledge that he’s wormed his way under our skin, triggering this audience, and it makes that rock in my stomach roll.

      Our meeting won’t change anything. Neal Lofton has plans. Big ones. And for them to succeed, we need to be out of his way.

      Over my dead fucking body.

      Father motions to the man who has caused so much turmoil. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us.”

      Lofton returns the smile, but it doesn’t reflect in his cunning gaze. All that’s there is disdain for who and what we are, for what we stand for. “I do appreciate you reaching out, Your Majesty.”

      The emphasis he puts on the honorific makes me wince internally. He uses it like it’s a curse word, as though it elicits a foul taste in his mouth.

      It probably does.

      A man like this is not one who’s going to play games and pretend he’s here for a friendly meeting. We all understand what this is. A showdown between a man with power and a man who craves it and likes to think he possesses it.

      Father maintains a neutral posture. “We wanted to have this sit-down with you to discuss the unfortunate events of recent days.”

      “Yes, quite unfortunate.”

      “We hope to find a way to avoid another clash.”

      Lofton arches an eyebrow. “Your implication being that I had any control over what happened and precipitated it.”

      “It was your rally.”

      “Be that as it may, the few who chose to behave negatively were not doing so at my behest.”

      “You may not have told them to do it, but your rhetoric certainly encouraged their conduct.”

      Lofton barks out a cold, humorless laugh and glances at the dark-haired man with a scar running across his left cheek who sits at his side—his second in command according to the information Captain Nichols obtained.

      “So now you would hold me responsible for other people’s actions without ever giving any orders. You must think me quite powerful to believe I can do that. Using what? Mind control?”

      Father compresses his lips into a grim line. Under the table and out of sight of our guest, for good reason, he clenches his fist in annoyance. If he loses his temper, this could go south very quickly. “Your movement emboldens and provokes the citizens, and your public statement after the rally stoked those flames further.”

      Lofton chuckles and spreads out his hands as he reclines. “I am only speaking my truth and exposing what’s happening to the people of Lovolia. They are free to make their own decisions about whether they want to act on that knowledge.”

      “This country fought hard to get where it is, led by my family, Mr. Lofton. My great, great, great, grandfather witnessed the tyranny of the British Empire’s authority over us and risked his life to ensure we became a sovereign nation. An achievement we have continued to uphold and cherish.” He doesn’t look at the portraits of our ancestors on the far wall, but Lofton’s eyes drift in that direction. “We treat people well. We take care of them. We have a thriving tourist economy, clean, beautiful beaches. A contented and happy populace who enjoy one of the highest living standards in the world. Tell me what is so awful about living in Lovolia under our reign?”

      Lofton’s eyes reconnect with Father’s. “With all due respect, sir, you see your country through rose-colored glasses. You drive through the streets in your fancy cars escorted by Captain Nichols here and his men and your royal guards. You stop and kiss babies and wave to people. But you don’t experience what they do. You’ve never lived in a home you had to pay for. You’ve never worked for the food that’s put on your table.” He spreads his arms wide. “This room in which we meet is larger than the entire house I grew up in.”

      “We are a small country, Mr. Lofton. Real estate is at a premium. We must deal with the hand we are given.”

      “That hand can be changed, sir, which is what we’re asking for. The people should make decisions for themselves. Control should never be in the hands of one person.”

      “You want what Grandania has, a constitutional monarchy that would strip us of all of our power save for appearance’s sake?”

      Lofton releases another cold laugh and leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. He fiddles with a ring on his right hand. “No, sir, our goal is to eradicate the monarchy from Lovolia completely.”

      Fucking hell.

      It’s even worse than we imagined. This man doesn’t just want us to relinquish our power. He wants us stripped of our royal titles and removed completely.

      Father stiffens, anger tightening his jaw. “Then our meeting is done. I was willing to entertain your ideas, to hear you out, but if there is no room for discussion, then this is pointless.”

      “I could have told you that, sir, and saved us this time.”

      Anger heats and crawls across my skin. I shift forward in my seat. While Father might preside over this meeting, preferring me to remain quiet, I cannot sit by idly while this man tries to destroy the legacy our family has striven to achieve throughout the centuries.

      “Mr. Lofton, if you really think the people are going to side with you and allow us to be ousted from the palace my family built, you are sorely mistaken.”

      He grins at me. “So, the son speaks. Concerned you’ll never wear the crown your father does with such dignity?”

      I scowl at him. “What I care about is the welfare of our people, something you’re sabotaging with these rallies by getting everyone steamed up and encouraging aggression. We listen to our people. We work with them. We provide a safe place for them to live. You’re the one damaging this country, not us. And we’re not going to stand by and let it happen.”

      One of his dark eyebrows wings up. “Oh, is that a threat? Is that how the Yates family handles things now?”

      “It’s not a threat. It’s a promise. If you cause any more violence with your protests and your rallies, we will arrest you. We will put a stop to it however we have to.”

      My words hang in the air, and even though Father doesn’t say anything, I can sense his annoyance with my remark.

      I should have kept my mouth shut and let it end with father’s statement, but the man across from me is a self-righteous, cocksure louse. Supremely confident in his ability to convince Lovolia to follow his lead.

      And I hate him for it.

      I hate the fact he’s putting our people in danger. I hate the fact he’s so fucking smug about it. And I especially hate the fact that his actions have separated me from Bridget.

      We should be enjoying each other, enjoying being together, finally, after all this time. We ought to be figuring out how to make our relationship work and discussing our future.

      Instead, I have spent days trying to help those hurt by the violence this asshole and his band of merry fucking supporters have instigated by twisting the minds of unsuspecting people.

      My anger intensifies as Father rises to his feet and those seated do the same.

      Father turns to Manuel. “This meeting has concluded. You may escort Mr. Lofton and his associate out.”

      Lofton gives a mock bow—one filled with disdain—and follows Manuel from the room with long, sure strides and shoulders held high.

      He thinks he’s won. And maybe he has.

      I release an irate sigh. Father resumes his seat and scrubs his hand over his face before he looks at me.

      “You had to poke him, didn’t you?”

      I slam my palm on the table. “It wouldn’t have mattered if I hadn’t said anything, Father. He doesn’t care who gets hurt in the process as long as he gets what he wants in the end.”

      After watching his performance on television and now meeting him in person, a clearer picture is forming of his agenda. He seeks power, and he knows there’s only one way to get it.

      “I’ll wager his plans for the new democracy include him at its head. He wants to be seen as the savior of the people, as the man who abolished Lovolia’s outmoded way of life and introduced a new one. He must be stopped.”

      Captain Nichols clears his throat on my other side. “We couldn’t find any concrete evidence against him on video. Some of the surveillance footage was low quality making it impossible to see who was inciting the violence. We still don’t know what sparked it. Some cameras caught nothing at all. I’ve had him under surveillance twenty-four seven, except when he left the country.”

      Left the country?

      That catches my ear. “What do you mean when he left the country?”

      “He’s not a permanent resident. According to his passport, he’s been back and forth to Grandania at least a dozen times during the last year or two, including just before and immediately after the rally. He flew back to Lovolia from Grandania for this meeting.”

      Father sneers and stands, to pace behind us. “I told Reginald he was allowing his country to become a sanctuary for terrorists.”

      While terrorist may be considered a strong word for someone purporting to seek a democratic form of government, there’s a difference between peaceful political protests and inciting the carnage which erupted the other day. Encouraging wanton vandalism and physical harm is terrorism, and it cannot continue.

      He thinks he can hide in Grandania and pull the strings somewhere we can’t reach him, but all it takes is one misstep and we’ll be on him. I’ll ensure that man never sees the outside of a prison cell.

      I turn to Nichols. “Find something on him and fast because, if we don’t, my intuition tells me things are going to escalate quickly, and we won’t like how it ends.”

      As it stands now, the last week has been a dramatic shift in the atmosphere in Lovolia, and not for the better.

      Well, it isn’t a joke. And they won’t be laughing at the end of it.
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        FYNIX

      

      

      The private rear gates of the castle clank shut behind us. I glance over at Bridget in her sunglasses and wide-brimmed straw beach hat and grin, motioning to her headwear.

      “You might want to remove your hat.”

      Her forehead wrinkles. “Why? Mira brought it along with some other clothes. I think it’s cute.”

      “It’s adorable, but it’s about to get windy, and you’ll lose it.”

      “Oh.” She smiles and shakes her head. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      I suppress a snicker and floor the accelerator of my vintage black 1954 Jaguar xk120, shooting us down the narrow road away from the palace and toward the freedom we so desperately need right now.

      Bridget yelps and her hat flips off her head, floating away behind us. She jerks around and watches it, mouth agape.

      “You should have listened to me, love.”

      This time, I don’t fight the laugh that bubbles up as I turn us from the small private drive onto the main road which runs through the city and along the coast on this side of the island.

      We’re finally doing this.

      After all the bullshit that has come between us since she arrived, I can spend some quality time with her and show her how badly I need her to stay here with me, how badly I need her.

      Indefinitely.

      Through all of this, she’s been like a wave lapping at the shore, washing away the stress and pain in my soul. Not merely a distraction or a way to escape when the country seems to be crumbling around me, but someone who is with me for me. Not for the trappings, or what she can get out of it.

      And fuck do I need that.

      The years of being chased by women who only want what my name and position offer them are behind me, and so is the palace as we speed away from it toward what I hope will cement things for me with Bridget.

      Thank God she stayed.

      When she told me her return flight was today, I saw it in her eyes. The hesitation. The question of whether or not she should go. And who can blame her? I haven’t been able to show her the beauty of Lovolia. All she’s seen is how ugly it’s been recently. But that changes today, with this much-needed getaway.

      I take her hand in mine and squeeze it gently. She returns the gesture and smiles at me, so beautiful and genuine. Uninhibited. The wind whips around us, stirring her dark hair into a wild tornado around her angelic face. But she doesn’t care. And for the first time in what feels like forever…I don’t either.

      Forgotten are the rallies, the Lovolian Liberation Movement, Mother and Father and their expectations and demands, and fucking Abigail. Now, it’s just me, my woman, and the bright Mediterranean sun shining down on us.

      A couple of days away from it all—something I never thought possible given everything that is going on.

      But I made it happen.

      Bridget slips further away from me each time I have to leave her, and I can’t blame her. She’s alone here. Staying in Lovolia for me and the potential of what this might be. Each time I am required to deal with some political bullshit, she’s left to wander the halls of the palace, solo. She can’t go out and explore the country—not when there’s so much unrest. It wouldn’t be safe, even less so if anyone linked us together.

      And it’s only a matter of time before that happens.

      Secrets don’t stay secrets in Lovolia, especially not in the palace.

      But the next few days are just about us.

      Private time.

      Only Lev knows where we’re heading and, while he can reach me within minutes, if necessary, he was given strict instructions that the world better be fucking imploding before he contacts me.

      No interruptions.

      We can truly be together without worrying who will see us and how my association with a commoner—and an American to boot—will reflect upon the monarchy and the damage this relationship might cause. We get to be us—Fyn and Bridget—like we were that first night on that beach so long ago.

      That night, we found common ground. Both of us searching for something different. Each seeking an adventure, a way to break free from the vicious cycles in which we were caught.

      We can do that again. We can find each other.

      Not taking my eyes off the road, I lift her hand to my lips as we speed through the city, toward the coastline revealing the true beauty of our small island nation. It’s the freest I’ve felt without being on the waves. And I never want to lose it. I never want to lose her.

      “You see that cove on the right?”

      I point past her side of the vehicle, out beyond the shore, and her gaze follows.

      “Is that where we’re going?”

      “Not today.” I return my attention to the road. “That’s where the Battle of Lovolia took place. When my ancestors decided to force the British into ceding control in the late 1700s. My many times great grandfather switched from being a captain in the Royal Navy to leading the rebellion. That cove is where he took his final stand and defeated the remaining ships sent to regain control. It was the end of the short war and Britain was too busy with the revolution in your country and other skirmishes in India and around the Mediterranean to fight us anymore. We’re one small island in a sea of many larger ones. Their efforts were focused elsewhere, and we became the ruling family of the island after the people living here saw my ancestor as their leader.”

      “Wow.” She turns away from staring at the cove to look at me. “That’s kind of an incredible story.”

      “I like to think that, in addition to the crown, I also inherited his love for the sea.”

      She squeezes my hand again and stretches over to kiss my cheek. “I think that’s highly likely.”

      The simple gesture sends sparks through my body and rekindles my desire to get her to my private refuge as soon as possible. With the sun rising higher in the sky, I floor it around the final corner and head for the secluded drive tucked behind a hedge to ensure it remains private and hidden.

      I slow to make the turn, and Bridget shifts in her seat, eager to see our destination. The gravel crunches under the tires, and we drive slowly toward the iron gate. I punch the button on my watch which opens the gate and cast a glance at Bridget who can’t contain her grin.

      Even going into the complete unknown, she just rolls with whatever comes her way. I love that about her. She’ll need that attitude if she’s going to last around the palace. Things are constantly changing, always in flux. And as the last week has proven, bad things sometimes outweigh the good.

      I pull through the gates and listen for them to clank closed behind us, effectively cutting us off from the rest of the world.

      Four days of near freedom with this woman. I can’t believe we are finally here.

      “Where are we?” Bridget removes her sunglasses and narrows her eyes, but the sun filtering through the trees lining the drive inhibits her view.

      “It’s a surprise.” I draw her hand to my lips again. “You will see better without the sun in your eyes, though. It’d be nice to have a hat, wouldn’t it?”

      She whips her head toward me, her mouth open in mock offense, and slaps me playfully on the shoulder. “Shut up! I’m sad I lost it.”

      I shrug. “I warned you.”

      With a resigned sigh, she slumps back into her seat. “You did.”

      Holding her hand to my lips, I relish in the feel of her sun-warmed skin against them. Such a simple act, yet as we make our way down the drive toward this spot with her, this feels right. As though everything has clicked into place.

      I’m going to enjoy my time with her, however fleeting. Every moment with Bridget has seemed fated, kismet, as if something in the universe has drawn us together, and I intend to cherish every last second of it.

      We round a curve and Elysium comes into sight.

      “Fyn, it’s beautiful.” Bridget’s gaze darts from the building to me. “This is yours?”

      “It is. This is Elysium, my oasis.” I stop the car at the bottom of the main steps and put it in park. “And the best part? No one besides Lev knows it belongs to me. I arranged to purchase it through a shell company which no one can trace to me. It’s my hideaway.”

      My refuge.

      The one place in this world where I am free to be me—just Fyn, a man from Lovolia. Nothing else matters once I drive onto this property. Where I have no responsibilities, where I can be myself.

      Bridget takes in the towering pristine white stucco exterior, and I inhale a lungful of the salty sea air that always relaxes me.

      Turning to me, she smiles, her green eyes flashing with excitement. “It’s really stunning, Fyn.”

      I grin at her. “You haven’t seen anything yet.” I hit another button on my watch, the garage door opens, and I drive inside and switch off the engine. “Home sweet home.”

      Hopefully she’ll love it as much as I do.

      This could be our place, our sanctuary and escape. Only for us.

      I open my door, hop out of the car, and move swiftly around to the other side, just in time to open the door for Bridget.

      “Allow me, m’lady.” I extend my hand to her.

      “Shouldn’t I be opening the door for you, Your Highness?” She slides her hand into mine, and the now familiar tingling sensation of her touch travels up my arm and through me to my very core.

      I tug her up to her feet and draw her against me, nuzzling her ear. “You’re amazing, Bridget. Do you know that? Do you even realize how extraordinary you are?”

      She laughs at my words. “Hardly.”

      Her response slices at my heart like a razor.

      This woman has no idea how incredible she is. How stunning she is. How much I need her.

      But I’ll show her.

      “You dare refute the opinion of the prince?” I chuckle and bite at her neck, and she squeals and writhes within the confines of my arms. “You’ll pay for your disobedience.”

      God…

      It feels good to laugh and truly be alone with her.

      Finally.

      “Fyn! Stop it…”—she laughs and pushes against my chest—“or will you have me arrested and thrown into the brig for defiance?”

      I hold her at arm’s length and drink her in. Her radiant smile. The joy in her green eyes. This is the Bridget I met a year ago, the one I fantasized about for so long.

      “I won’t have you thrown in the brig, but I won’t hesitate to take you over my knee and spank that sassy arse of yours.”

      Lust flares deep in her gaze. She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, tries to bite back a moan…and fails.

      Fuck.

      Far from being angry or intimidated by my threat, it turns her on. My cock swells against her, and I steal her mouth in a kiss meant to relay all the things I’ve been feeling this entire drive.

      She’s so damn perfect for me.

      But if I let my desire for her rule, instead of my head, we’ll spend the short time we’re here fucking and nothing else. And while that does sound idyllic—my cock buried inside Bridget every which way imaginable—there are other things I want even more. Like to show her this place I want to share with her.

      Hopefully, our future.

      Reluctantly, I drag my head back from hers, and she stares up at me, soft pants slipping from her lips as she tries to catch her breath.

      “All right, love. Let me show you around.”

      I relax my tight hold and tug her hand. She falls in step beside me, covering her mouth with the back of her hand, likely trying, as I am, to regain some semblance of composure.

      We exit the side door of the garage and walk through a breezeway toward the main house, and I motion to a door just off it. “There’s a carriage house above the garage. That’s Lev’s space when he wants to spend time here. He’s the only other person who has access.”

      Bridget lets me lead her through the door and into the house, down the short hallway and out into the great room where floor-to-ceiling windows and folding doors provide a panorama of the beach and water below. Mouth agape, she takes it all in, her eyes bouncing from the furnishings to the architecture before landing on the view.

      “Fyn, your home is stunning and the view…” She shakes her head slightly, like she’s searching for the right word. “It is breathtaking.”

      “It is, and the reason I chose to build here. That and the seclusion.” I open the folding doors along the back of the house, exposing it to the crisp sea air and light breeze, then step out onto the patio with Bridget at my side. “I would have preferred to build something on the beach where we met since it has the best surfing on the island, but it’s owned by my parents, and therefore, anything there would never be mine.”

      She peeks up at me, sadness in her gaze. “It must be hard…”

      She has no need to elaborate. She has glimpsed my chaotic and restrictive life, despite having anything I want at my fingertips.

      Like living in a gilded cage.

      I gather her into my embrace, her back against my chest, and bury my face into her windswept hair. Her heavenly scent hits me, and I inhale a deep breath of this gorgeous woman, letting it fill my lungs, easing any lingering tension.

      We look out across the gardens and the infinity pool to the coast and beyond to the shimmering outline of the city.

      I love my country.

      The current turmoil breaks my heart, yet I believe I will find a solution; a peaceful one. Temporarily, those worries need to take a back seat to the woman in my arms.

      I’ve made her presence secondary too many times already since she arrived, and while she’s constantly encouraging me to go do what I need to, what’s required of me, the pain I see deep in her eyes each time I leave tells me the real story.

      Hopefully, this place will mend anything that’s broken between us—anything I’ve broken by my absences, however unavoidable.

      “What do you think, Bridget?”

      She’s already said it’s breathtaking, but I need to hear her say she loves this haven. Her opinion shouldn’t matter so much, but it does.

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Her words are sincere and dripping with awe, but she’s wrong about one thing.

      “Love, you’re wrong. It’s the second most beautiful thing. You’re the first.” Bridget spins around within my arms, and now we’re face to face, I take the opportunity to look into her exquisite green eyes. “Cuore mio.”

      The endearment falls off my lips naturally before I can stop it, and as terrifying as that might be, I mean it. After a year of dreaming about her, of wondering whether I had made a mistake by not chasing after her, this is where I’m meant to be—with her. She is my heart. Truly.

      Bridget stares up at me. “That sounded very poetic. What did you say?”

      Instead of answering her verbally, I press my mouth to hers, my tongue demanding admittance, as I shift my hands to cup her perfect arse. My cock stirs back to life, and any plan of delaying being with her in order to explore the beach and the rest of the house floats away on the fragrant breeze.

      “Bridget, I need to be inside you.” I murmur the words against her lips, digging into her arse and grinding against her.

      She wastes no time yanking at my belt and unbuttoning my trousers.

      “Here?” I scan around us. “You want to fuck right here?”

      Despite Elysium’s isolation, anyone passing by on a boat with a set of binoculars would get an eyeful. Though, considering how we met…it shouldn’t surprise me that Bridget isn’t concerned.

      “Right now, Fyn.” Bridget’s hand finds my cock, and she strokes it, sliding her thumb across the head. “I need you, too.”

      My eyes roll back in my head, and I release a groan that sounds more animal than human.

      Fuck it.

      She wins.

      Reluctantly, I release her to tug off my shirt, which I toss carelessly to the floor. The only thing that matters is Bridget and her perfect cunt. I pick her up and she wraps her legs around my waist.

      Thank fuck for the strappy sundress she’s wearing.

      It’s been driving me crazy all day. My fingers have been itching to touch her under it, to brush against her smooth thighs and sweet heat.

      I take a few steps with Bridget in my arms and press her against one of the many columns along the patio.

      “Damn it, love. You drive me fucking insane.” I whisper the words in a frenzied rush before crashing my lips against hers and dragging her thong to the side to guide my hard length into her wet pussy. “Fuck.”

      We both groan at the tight squeeze. That first push into her hot cunt nearly sends me over the edge. It’s so fucking incredible, I could easily blow immediately and die happy. But that wouldn’t be fair to her, and I want this to last forever, not become a mere second of bliss.

      I kiss her with every ounce of affection and passion I possess for this woman. The crazy, mindless, insanity I feel when she’s around me. I let my lips convey everything I seem unable to articulate.

      From the very first day on that beach, I recognized there was something special between us. After I met Bridget, I knew everything would change for me. I just didn’t realize how at that time, but as I push us both over the edge, her beautiful cunt milking my cock, those words I said to her earlier hang on the tip of my tongue.

      Cuore mio.
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      “Fyn, I think you’ve created a monster.” I shout from where I sit on the edge of the sun shelf, softly kicking my feet in the deeper water of the infinity pool. “I could get used to this!”

      It’s so different from Denver. The mountains and valleys of the Rockies that surrounded me growing up have been replaced by glistening blue ocean water beyond the glassy surface of the pool. It’s so perfect, it could be straight out of a movie scene.

      Mom would have loved this view.

      And I am enjoying it more and more the longer we’re here.

      Fyn stands across the patio at the outdoor bar, making us a couple of mixed drinks. Seeing him like this, relaxed and somewhat carefree, is just so different than when he’s at the palace, surrounded by his duties and troubles. It makes my heart warm watching him.

      This is the Fyn I met that night on the beach.

      “That’s the plan.” The smile he flashes at me makes it seem like he’s momentarily forgotten the weight of the crown and his country he carries on his shoulders.

      All we’ve done since we arrived this morning is have sex enough to leave me aching and sore, but I won’t complain. It’s almost impossible to stop it, to deny the pull we have toward each other.

      And that’s fucking terrifying.

      It’s easy to give into it here at Elysium, when we’re locked away from the real world. Indulging in each other and getting to know one another better without distractions almost gives the impression this will work.

      But what happens when we go back to reality?

      I shake my head to remove that question from it because I refuse to linger on things that will sour my mood. Like thinking about the fact that I could be on a plane right now, heading back to the US. I should be.

      Texting Daphne to tell her I wouldn’t be almost broke me, but I couldn’t pass up a chance at this time, an opportunity to be alone with Fyn. Truly alone for the first time since I arrived here.

      So, I won’t dwell on the consequences of not getting on that plane right now. Those can wait a few days until we’re back at the palace.

      Kicking my feet gently in the water as I look out over the Mediterranean from the high cliff we’re perched on, it almost feels like heaven. I don’t know how it could get any better, really.

      How is this my life?

      If Daphne could see me now, she’d be proud—despite her concern for what this decision might do for my future. I’m definitely living in the moment—the thing she pushed so heavily on me during our trip that directed me straight into Fyn’s arms in the first place. It’s a far fucking cry from the Barry days.

      I laugh to myself.

      God, how pathetic that I wasted so much time with him. Fuck you, Barry.

      But if it weren’t for Barry and his manwhore ways, I wouldn’t be here, sitting in this pool watching the most handsome and sexiest man who has ever lived bring me a drink.

      So, fuck you and thanks, Barry, you waste of life.

      I don’t have to fake orgasms to appease Fynix’s ego. The scratch marks I left down the deeply-tanned skin on his back and the chaotic mess of sandy blond hair on his head from where my fingers clung to it as he fucked me senseless on the lounge chair moments ago are true testaments to how well he knows my body.

      The man is insatiable, and I love every damn second of it.

      I’ve never been with anyone as good-looking as Fynix, and combined with the whole “in line for the throne” thing, it’s all a bit surreal. Almost like watching a movie play out before my eyes.

      People say every dark cloud does have a silver lining. Being here with this man, it certainly seems like it.

      He walks through the shallow water of the sun shelf to meet me at the ledge and hands me the glass. “Your drink, love.”

      God, I love it when he calls me that.

      It doesn’t even matter that it’s a term of endearment tossed around so easily or that it doesn’t mean what I want it to. The way it tumbles from his lips and the way he looks at me when he says it are all that I need.

      He takes a seat beside me before he touches his glass to mine. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.”

      “Is there anything special you would like me to make for dinner?” Fyn slips his fingers in between mine. “Any requests?”

      This is the side of him that truly makes the other complications worth it. Attentive. Fun. Caring. Sexy as hell and desperate for me. All of it. All the things I never had before Fyn—or until I came back, for that matter.

      I lift my glass in a silent toast.

      Fuck you very much, Barry.

      Using my free hand to cover my eyes, I squint at Fyn with the evening sun behind him. “You’re cooking me dinner? I didn’t know you could cook. World leader, surfer, chef. Is there anything you can’t do?”

      Fyn gifts me a blinding smile at the compliment. He squeezes my fingers in between his and leans to the side, bumping his sun-kissed and warm shoulder against mine, so he can whisper conspiratorially. “You forgot skilled lover.”

      I can’t help but laugh, even if it might be true.

      It’s true, but I’m not telling him that.

      “You give a girl multiple orgasms and suddenly, you’re cocky.” I playfully push at his shoulder.

      With a grin, he sets down his drink on the side of the pool and hops into the deeper water. He dunks himself underneath the cool, blue liquid, and as he rises back up from the depths, my mouth practically waters to touch him again. He shoves his hand through the longer top length of his hair, pushing it off his face, and rivulets of water sluice across his muscles.

      If I could only play one memory on repeat for the rest of my life, it would be this one. Though, the way he came out of the water that night on the beach would be a very close second.

      He opens those gorgeous azure eyes of his, and the heat there leveled at me might make me combust and consume me whole.

      “My darling Bridget, rest assured I’ve always been cocksure, and with good reason.”

      That panty-melting smile of his makes another appearance, and heat floods my body—not from the Mediterranean sun. The man knows what he does to me, and his ego is far too big. It should be a turn-off, but coming from him, the confidence only makes him sexier.

      He stalks through the water toward me, and once he reaches me, he rests between my legs and languidly circles his fingertips across my exposed belly. “So, tell me what life is like for Bridget Cavanaugh when she isn’t in the bed of crown princes and sunning in the Mediterranean.”

      The question makes both of us laugh, and I splash him with water.

      “Seriously, Bridg. I want you to tell me about your life in Denver. We haven’t had much time to really talk, and that’s my fault. I want to know everything there is to know about you. I want to know you better than anyone in the world.”

      So do I.

      While we’ve definitely talked about our lives over the last week since I arrived, we often get so caught up in what little time we’ve been able to spend together and just end up tumbling into bed. There are so many things I don’t know, either. So many I want to.

      “Well”—I reach out and run my fingers through his wet hair—“I live just outside Denver in a suburb in a nice apartment. My mom passed away from ovarian cancer about five years ago.”

      Fyn’s grip tightens on my leg and the hand tracing over my belly stills. “Bridget…”

      I inhale a deep breath, fighting back the burn of tears trying to pool in my eyes. It’s something I probably should have told him sooner, but I wasn’t ready to completely come unraveled in front of him, and every time I talk about losing Mom and Dad, I end up a blubbering mess.

      “My dad passed away the following year.” I choke back the despair threatening to make its way out as a sob. “He had a heart attack, but I’m pretty sure he just couldn’t be in this world without my mom. She was the love of his life. They were high school sweethearts and never left each other’s sides since they were sixteen.”

      It was the kind of love story you just don’t see anymore. No one marries the person they date at sixteen anymore. Or if they do, it doesn’t last twenty plus years. At least, not happily.

      “My God, Bridget.” Fyn pulls me into a hug; his cool, wet body soothing against mine. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Fyn. Really. I’m learning to live without them. It hasn’t been easy, but I’m managing.”

      Maybe not in the most healthy of ways all the time.

      Like the Barry debacle.

      Looking back at it now that I have distance and perspective—mostly thanks to Daphne giving me the tough love and harsh truths I couldn’t see—I stayed in that relationship for so long because I needed it. I needed someone, something stable. Someone who would be for me what Mom and Dad had in each other. For a while, I really believed that was Barry. And even when things got bad, and he was nothing more than a physical body in the same space as me, even when there was no spark like I have with Fyn, I didn’t want to be alone. I stayed rather than face the world on my own.

      Far longer than I should have.

      Dad would have kicked my ass if he knew.

      Fyn releases his hold on me, letting me lie back in the water while he resumes tracing soothing circles across my sensitive skin. “I couldn’t imagine not having my parents around. Even though we butt heads quite a bit, they truly love me and only want the best for me. I may not always show it, but I respect them and what they do for me and Lovolia. When they’re gone…” He pauses for a moment and squeezes his eyes closed, like even thinking about it is too much for him. When he reopens his eyes, he focuses on me and offers a tentative smile. “Tell me about yours. What were they like?”

      Thousands of memories come flooding back—the good, the bad, the beautiful and ugly. Almost thirty years’ worth of them fill my head and make me smile.

      “They were the best. My mom, Angela, was a homemaker. She loved to sew, and she made the most amazing quilts. I still have a bunch of them, but she used to give them away to friends or donate them to charity auctions.” My stomach tightens picturing them tucked away in my closet at the apartment I might not have when I get back. “My dad, John, worked at the local brewery and was a great hobby gardener. The landscaping at our house was unreal. My mom hosted these amazing garden parties. My dad became such a great gardener because she loved it. He did it for her.” I fight against the emotion threatening to steal my ability to speak. “They were kind, loving, and the best parents I could ask for. Everyone loved them.”

      I swipe at an errant tear. The pain still comes remembering them, but the idea of not thinking about them ever again seems even worse. Sometimes, you have to experience pain to remind yourself that you’re alive. Even though they’re gone, I have beautiful memories for the rest of my life.

      “Love, I’m so sorry.” Fyn hugs me to him again, holding me tightly against his strong chest and pressing a kiss to the side of my head. “I can’t even imagine…”

      We remain wrapped around each other for a while, and it’s almost as if I can feel his strength flowing into me. It may be crazy, to think someone I’ve only known for such a short amount of time can truly “get” me and be such a source of comfort, but it’s true all the same.

      This time, when he releases me, I don’t suffer the crush of agony over losing them, just the joy of knowing Fyn now understands a bit more about me and is here to offer me the comfort I need.

      He smiles at me and brushes wet hair from my face. “What about your friends?”

      I grin at him, remembering what led me to that beach. “Daphne is my best friend. She’s loud and brash and honest to a fault. She’s the friend who will tell you a dress makes you look fat instead of lying to you and saying it looks great.” I chuckle thinking about the last time she did that, which wasn’t that long ago. And she was right. The cut was all wrong for me and didn’t display my best assets. “But I really need someone so brutally honest in my life. She’s good for me.”

      “Is she the one who was so brutally honest the night we met and sent you off with a bottle of tequila?”

      I laugh and nod. “Yes.”

      He waggles his eyebrows playfully. “Oh, then I like her already.”

      “I’m quite confident if your mother ever met her, she would have a coronary. If she thinks I don’t belong in the palace, then Daphne sure as hell doesn’t.”

      I laugh at my comment, but Fyn’s eyes darken, his brows dropping low.

      He brushes his thumb across my cheek. “Don’t say you don’t belong at the palace. You belong wherever I am.”

      Well, hell.

      That might be the sweetest thing this man has ever said to me, and it almost makes me forget how awful his parents have been to me. Almost.

      I force a smile at him. “Anyway, Daph would definitely stir things up in Lovolia. She doesn’t fly under the radar well. I’ve had to use my PR skills to get her out of a jam or two over the years.”

      Fyn chuckles. “I think I would really like her.”

      “You would. If for no other reason than being able to watch her drive your parents insane.”

      He laughs and presses a kiss to my lips, slow and almost sweet. Pulling away, he nods at me. “Continue. Tell me everything.”

      I shrug nonchalantly and take a sip of the drink Fyn made me. “I’m pretty basic.”

      Fyn’s brow creases, his eyes narrowing on me. “There’s not a single thing about you that is basic. Don’t ever say that again.”

      He leans forward to faintly brush his lips against mine for a few seconds before he turns and hoists himself up beside me on the pool’s ledge. Staring out at the stunning view, he laces his fingers through mine and brushes his thumb back and forth mindlessly across my skin. “Have you considered the future?”

      Ours or in general?

      “Uh, what do you mean?”

      His muscled shoulders rise and fall. “I mean, what do you want from life? A family? A house with the white picket fence Americans dream about?”

      “Not the picket fence, necessarily, but I want a family. Even though I was an only child, I never felt like I was missing anything. We were tight, and I miss that dynamic. I also like working and love my job, so I would probably want to keep working.” I turn my head to look at him, almost afraid to ask him. “What about you?”

      He laughs, but it lacks all humor. A serious darkness settles over him, one I had hoped to avoid while here at Elysium. “My life has been mapped out since I was born. Kingdom, country, heir.”

      I squeeze his hand. “A gilded cage, right?”

      The sad smile he offers me makes those damn tears threaten to return.

      “I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to grow up knowing that one day you will rule a country. That has to be…surreal?” Somehow, that word doesn’t seem right, doesn’t seem strong enough, but it’s the only one I can think of. “Is that what you’d choose for yourself, if you had a choice?”

      He releases a sigh heavy with the weight of all that expectation. “That’s just it, Bridget—I have limited choices. I may be the Crown Prince of Lovolia, but in truth, it’s Lovolia that rules me and my life.”

      I never really thought of it that way. But he isn’t wrong.

      Fyn is tied to the crown.

      He’ll never be free of it.

      He can’t change his DNA.

      “Have you ever considered…abdicating the throne? Then you’d be free to do whatever calls to you.”

      He rubs his free hand down the side of his face. “There is only one thing which would make me consider abdicating the throne, but for now, that is just a pipe dream.” He shakes his head, almost like he’s trying to clear it of the heavy topic, then turns to me with a grin, his entire demeanor shifting. “I’m hungry. You ready to eat?”

      His abrupt change of subject signals he’s finished talking about this, but it leaves one very important question circling in my head.

      What would be so important to Fyn that’s he’d ever consider giving up the throne?
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      Fyn walks back inside from the patio, his skin even more bronzed from all the time we’ve spent in the sun by the pool and on the beach below the cliff over the last couple of days. “Do you like olives?”

      I pry my gaze away from the magnificent view outside that I haven’t gotten sick of enjoying, even after two full days here, to focus on the even better view inside. Fyn is in his element here at Elysium. This place suits him to perfection. Sophisticated and elegant but also casual and comfortable. It isn’t overly formal or stuffy, nothing like the palace. It’s exactly what we needed.

      As the heir to the throne, he has to behave a certain way and possess a certain decorum, but here, he can leave the trappings behind. Ever since that palace gate closed behind us as we sped away in his fancy convertible, he’s been so much closer to that carefree man I met on the beach who loves adventure.

      I really missed this side of him, and from what I can tell, so did he. It’s a one-eighty from where we were only days ago, when the stress of his duties weighed on him and kept him from being able to spend time with me.

      Thank God I didn’t get on that plane.

      If I had, I would have missed this.

      I smile at him and my stomach rumbles at the mention of eating. We’ve worked up an appetite again today. “I love olives, and just for clarification, there’s nothing you could put on a pizza that I wouldn’t like, even pineapple.”

      His gaze darts my way from where he stands barefoot in the kitchen by the pantry, wearing only board shorts and a partially buttoned dress shirt that exposes his tanned, toned chest.

      “Pineapple?” His face twists in disgust. “That does not belong on pizza, Bridget. You’re a pizza-ruining monster.”

      A peal of laughter escapes from me, and I have to gasp for air. “It’s good! Have you tried it?”

      “No, I have not, and I will not try it. You Americans ruin pizza.” He walks to the sink and washes his hands as he continues to fuss about our pizza in the States. Apparently, it’s something of a sore spot. “You know American pizza is rubbish. Literal rubbish. Your American dough”—his eyes cut to mine, and he shakes his head—“don’t get me started. I went to boarding school in Connecticut for a time as a preteen. My parents thought it would be beneficial to broaden my horizons. The kids there would go on and on about this restaurant in the town that made, and I quote”—Fyn holds up his wet hands and moves his fingers in an air quote gesture—“the best pizza in the world.”

      He scoffs and rolls his eyes before he fake spits like it’s a curse and dries his hands. I press my palm over my mouth to keep from completely losing my shit at his rant as he walks to the refrigerator and pulls open the doors.

      “It was disgusting. It was worse than disgusting. I don’t know how you Americans enjoy that garbage.”

      He reaches in, removes a tray full of containers and a large bowl, and takes them over to the counter.

      “What’s that?” I sit up a little straighter to have a better view of what’s happening in the kitchen.

      Fyn rolls up his sleeves, exposing his muscled forearms, and I have to bite back a moan from how sexy the motion is.

      Why is that so hot?

      “Ingredients and pizza dough. I made the dough yesterday morning while you were sleeping. You need to give it at least twenty-four hours to get a good rise.”

      He goes to the pantry, retrieves a bag of flour, a pizza peel, then wipes down the counter and dries it. His exposed muscles bunch and flex with each movement, and he dusts the counter with the flour before he opens the bowl and starts working the dough.

      Suddenly, I’m hungry for something else, and my mouth waters. Watching him with his hands buried in dough shouldn’t be this sexy.

      Maybe I’m just a fucking fool when it comes to this man.

      I chuckle to myself because clearly I am. We’ve had sex so many times since we arrived at Elysium that I’ve lost count, but he said he made the dough while I was still sleeping. If he woke up that early yesterday and was already up when the sun finally woke me today, that means he really hasn’t slept.

      “Why were you up so early? Everything okay?”

      Given the current climate, we probably shouldn’t be spending this time away from the palace and his duties, but he’s doing this for us and making us a priority, which speaks volumes.

      “I didn’t sleep well.” He flashes me a grin. “You snore. Do you know that?”

      Heat spreads over my cheeks. “I do not snore!”

      “You do. Like a chainsaw, love.” Fyn chuckles to himself as he stretches the dough. “No, I’m joking. I have too many things on my mind. Keeping my hands busy has always been a good way for me to wind down. Besides, I didn’t want to wake you.” He tosses the dough, then places it on a pizza peel. “Want to help?”

      His warm smile draws me over to the sink to wash my hands. “I’d love to help.”

      He watches me wash my hands and approach him at the island and kisses my cheek before he lays the peel on the counter for me. “Put your sauce first, then cheese, then your toppings.”

      It seems like it should be easy enough, yet him watching me makes me nervous—especially after his quip about how Americans have ruined pizza.

      He works on stretching the second ball of dough, and I pop the lids off the bowls on the tray to reveal the sauce, cheeses, and a variety of toppings—but no pineapple.

      When did he have time to prepare all this?

      He might not have slept at all since we got here. Whatever demons were haunting him, he looks content enough now, so I don’t push it even though I want to question him about it.

      He can’t keep dealing with everything on his own, carrying this weight on his shoulders.

      But I don’t know if he’s not discussing it with me because he can’t or because he won’t.

      All I can do is wait and hope that he’ll open up fully, the way I long for him to.

      “Where did you learn how to make pizza like this?”

      It seems like a safe topic given how happy he is making it.

      A brilliant smile tilts his perfect lips. “My maternal grandmother, Her Grace, Sophia, the Duchess of Bayning, had a villa in Tuscany where she met and became friends with a local pizzamaker, Francesca or Frannie, as we called her. Frannie taught my grandmother her family’s secret recipe, and my grandmother passed it on to me. Maybe I should take you to visit her Italian villa once everything settles here.”

      “That’s pretty cool.” I top off my pizza with a sprinkle of olives and watch Fynix begin to assemble his own. “And I’d love to go to Italy. Sounds very romantic.”

      He winks at me and brushes a kiss across my temple. “Oh, it is, love. It definitely is.”

      Making future plans. That’s a good thing. At least, it should be, but I can’t help but remember some of the comments he’s made since we got here, about his role, not sleeping, having things on his mind. I don’t want to dwell on all the potential problems, but it’s hard not to when they somehow reach us even here.

      I turn back to look at the oven and ensure it’s ready, but it isn’t even on. “Doesn’t the oven need to be preheated?”

      His hand full of cheese pauses mid-air as he looks at me. “Are you serious? Do you think I would put these pizzas into a regular oven?” He looks appalled. “Absolutely not. I was just outside checking on the woodfire oven I lit earlier. Have you never had it cooked that way?”

      I laugh and shrug. “No.”

      Apparently, Fyn takes his pizza super seriously.

      “You’re in for a treat. Woodfire ovens make the best crust, though there are those who would argue brick ovens are better.”

      That is a debate I do not want to get into the middle of. Seemingly, Fyn would go to blows for his pizza beliefs.

      He grabs the two peels containing our pizzas and inclines his head for me to follow him outside. I snag a bottle of red wine from the wine fridge, a couple of glasses from a nearby shelf, and a corkscrew, and follow him outside to settle at the teak table tucked under the patio awning.

      “There’s a wine decanter inside.” Fynix slides one of the pizzas into the oven and sets the pizza peel off to the side. “Do you want me to fetch it?”

      He moves toward me and the house, presumably to go in and get the decanter, but I have other ideas. This is our escape, our time away, but he still isn’t sleeping. He isn’t fully relaxing. I hold out my hand, stopping him long enough for me to slide out of the chair and onto my knees before him.

      “Bridg, what are you doing?”

      His deep, sexy voice makes my pussy clench and sends familiar butterflies swooping and swirling in my stomach. He’s just as turned on by me as I am him, and the evidence is already straining against his board shorts.

      “Helping you relax.”

      I use both hands to tug down his shorts, and his cock bobs right in front of me. My mouth waters at the sight of it, and I don’t waste any time, wrapping my hand around him and stroking his increasingly hard length a few times.

      A bead of pre-cum glistens at the tip, and I can’t stop myself from swirling the head of his cock against my tongue.

      “Christ, Bridget.”

      His fingers lace into my hair tightly, and I open my mouth and take him in fully.

      “Mmm.” I moan around his hard flesh, my grip firm at the base of his shaft, and twist my hand as I drag my head back then swallow him down again.

      Fyn will forget the world even exists by the time I’m done with him.
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      “Fuck.” I practically growl the word and grip the strands of Bridget’s hair tighter in my grasp, twining the strands between my fingers and tugging.

      My hips roll to meet her movements until I’m thrusting myself further into her warm, waiting mouth faster and harder.

      Fucking heaven.

      If I died right now, I’d die happy—happier than I’ve been in what feels like forever.

      Too fucking long.

      Bridget on her knees between my legs with my cock rammed down her throat has to be the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Watching my glistening length slide in and out of her swollen pink lips makes me grow even harder.

      I cup her cheek with one hand, and when her eyes flick up to meet mine, everything swimming in her gaze has me fighting for control. Having this fantastic woman pleasure me like this is more than I deserve.

      Far fucking more.

      “Bridget…”

      The suction of her perfect fucking mouth mixed with the pressure of her hand and the swirl of her tongue against my cock has me ready to explode down her throat. She’s found a maddening rhythm, and I’m about to lose my damned mind.

      “Shit, your mouth feels so bloody good.” I barely grit out the words before I groan, a deep and guttural sound. “Just like that.”

      I start to rock my hips even harder, thrusting in time with her rhythm, fucking her beautiful face like it’s my last fucking act on Earth.

      Holy shit, I’m going to come.

      But I need her to come with me. I need to see that bliss on her face, know I’m the one who put it there. I won’t be a selfish prick who takes pleasure like this and doesn’t give it right back.

      I try to pull myself free of her mouth and can’t help but laugh because she’s so gloriously into this moment that she’s trying to stop me, free hand tight against my arse, trying to hold me in place.

      “No.” She mumbles the word around my cock, finally pulling her hand from my back to swat at mine trying to pry her off my dick.

      “Bridg, stop.”

      Her eyes widen and lock with mine, concern clouding them.

      I grip her chin, my cock still pressed between her lips. “I’m not coming alone. I need your cunt on my face while I come down your throat.”

      A little moan vibrates around my dick, and I pull out of her perfect fucking mouth and grip her arms, dragging her up to me.

      She stands, her mouth now only millimeters from mine, and her tongue darts out across her swollen lips. “I wasn’t finished. I wanted to taste you.”

      Bloody hell.

      Her mouth crashes to mine, and our tongues twirl in a mind-bending kiss that almost makes me blow my load against her stomach. But I break away from her and tug her a few steps over to the table.

      I sit on the table’s edge and her hands land on my thighs, nails digging into them possessively. Gripping her in my arms, our mouths connect again, and I scoot myself onto the table with one hand, the other wrapped around Bridget and dragging her with me to let her body cover mine.

      “Come up here.” I smack her arse hard enough to make my hand sting, eliciting a little mewl from her. “Climb up here put that pretty cunt on my face. I need to taste you.”

      “Fyn…” She breathes my name almost reverently, her lips pressed against mine as she grinds herself against me, my cock pinned between us. “I have a better idea.”

      What could possibly be better than Bridget riding my damn face?

      Before I can ask, she spins around and straddles me, her beautiful bare pussy in my face while her mouth hovers over my cock.

      Thank fuck she never put underwear back on under this T-shirt after our skinny dip earlier.

      I swipe my tongue along the seam of her slick cunt, the taste of her arousal coating my tongue and making my cock jump. She’s already dripping for me, completely and insanely wet from having my cock in her mouth. I slowly suck on her clit, teasing her with my fingertips at her entrance until she moans and shifts back, trying to get me to slip them inside her.

      As much fun as toying with her is, I want her to come even more. I slide two fingers inside her wet heat easily while increasing the pressure on her tiny swollen nub.

      “Fuck.” She moans, then pulls my cock into her mouth and sucks.

      I close my eyes, and her expert tongue and that exquisite suction has me nearly seeing fucking stars. She works me over, twisting the hand at the base of my cock, and I finger her pussy faster and gently nip at her clit while I suck that sensitive bundle of nerves.

      My cock bumps the back of her throat, and she swallows me even deeper.

      Holy fuck!

      I buck my hips up, making my cock slip farther down her throat, and I come at the same time her pussy clamps down, milking my fingers. Her body spasms above me, her strokes erratic as I empty my load into her. I lap at her release greedily, not wasting a drop, wanting to savor all that is Bridget for as long as I can, and she sucks me fucking clean before she releases my cock with a wet popping sound.

      Still supporting herself on her knees and one hand, she pants heavily above me, and I struggle to catch my breath when the acrid smell of smoke hits me.

      “Fuck! We’re burning the pizza!”

      Bridget laughs and climbs off me, collapsing to the side onto the tabletop, her bare arse right in my face. I smack it hard and she squeals and laughs again, almost hysterically.

      Being here at Elysium with Bridget has shown me, without a doubt, that this will work between us. This was how it is meant to be. Two people who can’t get enough of each other, who only want to spend every waking hour with each other. Now, if I can only subdue the growing unrest, there might finally be peace within Lovolia and me.

      I slide off the table and grab my shorts, pulling them back on while rushing toward the pizza oven.

      Smoke pours from the front. That pizza is a lost cause—far beyond burned since this oven only takes about two minutes to cook one. I grab the peel and use it to remove the black, almost charcoal, pizza, then toss the mess on the counter with a chuckle.

      Good thing we have another one.

      I slide the second one in the oven before turning back to Bridget. She sits on her chair, legs crossed, sipping wine with blithe insouciance. She uncrosses her legs, purposefully exposing her glistening pussy, and pulls my shirt over her head, her beautiful perky breasts swaying in the warm night air.

      Fuck.

      I love the sight of her in my clothes, wrapped in my scent. It’s chauvinistic or just a primal territorial thing, but I want everyone to know that she belongs to me. But as much as I enjoy seeing her in my shirts, I love her taking them off even more.

      “You need to put that back on or we’re going to burn this second pizza, too.”

      She giggles and takes another sip of her wine, snaking her tongue out across her wet lips and crossing and uncrossing her legs again. “Why’s that, Fyn?”

      Damn temptress.

      I force myself to walk past her and into the kitchen. If I stayed out there, I would have had her bent over that table in two seconds flat. And we need to eat if we’re going to keep at it like this.

      We have to return to the palace tomorrow, to the meetings, arguments, tense meals, and whatever else Lovolia decides to throw at us. With so little time, we can’t waste a second of it.

      I shovel a selection of meats and cheese, nuts, and berries onto a tray and head back outside, depositing them onto the table. Antipasto is always a welcome treat, especially since we’re down a pizza.

      Bridget plucks a strawberry and eats it seductively as I use the peel to rotate the pizza and let it finish cooking. I remove and slice it, then take it over to where she’s sitting at the table…naked.

      She examines it and groans in a way that makes my already semi-hard cock spring back to life again. “That looks amazing, Fyn. Thank you.”

      “Be warned; you’ll never want your trashy American pizza again. And as soon as you’re done eating this one, I’m going to bend you over this table and—”

      The shrill ring of my phone on the counter inside hits us before I can continue.

      “Dammit.” I hustle inside to grab it, my stomach tensing.

      I told Lev not to disturb us unless it was dire. We only have one more day left here. If he’s calling, it can’t be good news. His name flashes on my screen, ominous and foreboding.

      “Shit.” I answer it and hold it to my ear. “The world better be on fire.”

      “It is. Two bombs just went off at the Lovolia National Bank locations. It looks like a fucking warzone.”

      “Fuck.” I wince and scrub my free hand over my stubbled face. “Casualties?”

      He sighs. “Looks like it. Civilians.”

      “Was it the LLM?”

      “We aren’t sure yet, but that’s where I’m putting my bet.”

      “I’m coming back to the palace right now.” I end the call and turn around to find Bridget, with my shirt back on, standing a few feet behind me. Given the look of concern on her face, she heard my side of the conversation, at least.

      “There’s been an attack. We have to go.”
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      Flames climb and leap into the sky, a towering inferno sending up thick, black, acrid smoke—a visual representation of the country burning down around us. It mimics the way my idyllic escape with Bridget imploded because of these LLM fuckers.

      This time, it wasn’t just a few protests that became disorderly or a handful of individuals who took things too far. This was deliberate—a coordinated bombing of the two locations of the Lovolian National Bank on the island, and while the LLM has not publicly claimed responsibility, there’s no doubt in my mind they were behind it.

      That fucker Lofton is sending a message.

      A brutal.

      Bloody.

      Fiery.

      Deadly one.

      My head spins, my brain struggling to process what I’m staring at through the windscreen of the SUV. Generally a peaceful country, violence has never been a part of life in Lovolia, yet lately, it’s been a weekly occurrence. For two hundred and fifty years, the Yates family has ensured the safety of the people of Lovolia, defended the land and created a beautiful place where people could live without fear of so many of the things that plague other countries. Those days seem to be gone now.

      Bombings.

      In Lovolia.

      How the fuck did this happen?

      Watching the flames spiral out of control, I tighten my fist and force myself not to slam it against the window. A futile gesture, and one which, given everything else going on, would probably break my hand. It wouldn’t restore the lives of the innocent people inside the banks when the bombs went off. It wouldn’t end this vendetta Lofton seems to have against us and our way of life.

      It wouldn’t solve anything, and I still want to do it.

      “Fyn…”

      Lev’s voice cuts through the haze of rage, and I glance over to where he sits in the driver’s seat.

      “We really shouldn’t be here. If Manuel finds out I brought you down here—”

      “Fuck Manuel.” I glare at Lev. Even though I know he means well and he’s trying to protect me—and his job—I can’t think rationally. Not when innocent people are dying. “Father can remain within the confines of the palace, safe and secure, his head buried in the sand about this catastrophe, but I cannot.”

      “You know that’s not what he’s doing.”

      “Isn’t he?” I stare out at the fire department personnel running back and forth, desperately trying to quench the flames that have been growing for hours, spreading quickly to the surrounding businesses on the brisk ocean wind. “Did he really think our meeting with Lofton was going to change anything? That it would make anything better? All it did was ignite the man’s fire more.”

      Lev sighs. “It could have had something to do with what you said to him, too.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Finally, I succumb to the urge and slam my fist against the dashboard, welcoming the pain radiating through it and up my arm. “You think I haven’t been beating myself up for antagonizing that man since the moment I saw what happened?” I wince and sigh. “I knew this was coming. I knew there would be repercussions if we didn’t do something…”

      “What can you do? You really think your mother and father are going to step down?”

      “Of course not. And I don’t want them to, but if they don’t find a way to stop him, it will only escalate.”

      “There’s nothing Nichols can do until they have proof, Lofton’s behind this—”

      “Then they need to find the fucking proof, before it’s too late. His rhetoric has been getting more inciteful for months, and now, in less than two weeks, two major incidents of violence. And meanwhile, the man continues to swan around giving interviews acting as though he’s being targeted as a scapegoat in all this while the genuinely innocent victims are getting hurt or killed.” I clench my jaw and watch the firemen aiming a barely-effective jet of water at the blaze. “This is an explicit statement meant for Father and me. One which they are prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to express. Who knows what the hell they’ll do next and who will be injured in the process?”

      Lev eyes me cautiously. “You think they would come after your parents or you directly?”

      I rub my temple with my throbbing hand and shake my head. “I don’t know. You and Manuel make it extremely difficult for anyone to get to us.”

      “You mean we do a good job when you’re not ducking out and ditching me.”

      I toss him a look. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      He nods slowly. “I know you can. We went through the same training together to ensure you could, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s my job to protect you. It’s my duty. And as your best friend, that also means protecting you from yourself and bad fucking choices.” He motions at the windscreen to the disaster outside. “Like being down here right now. If anyone from the press saw you…” he trails off, the implication clear.

      “They are too busy giving Lofton screen time to worry about what I’m doing.”

      Thank God.

      It means no one has found out about Bridget being at the palace, leaving her safe from any media attention and this. At least, for now. If they found me here, Lofton would find a way to twist it to fit his narrative. Instead of me being a concerned prince, I would become the royal literally watching his country burn while doing nothing to help prevent it.

      “We need someone on the inside of his organization willing to denounce him.”

      “You think any of his toadies would betray him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The sharp wail of sirens fills the air as another fire engine, the only one not already on scene, arrives from the other side of the island.

      “I have to believe that not everyone in the LLM is happy about this dramatic increase in violence. There must be someone disposed to turn on him so we can arrest him and regain control.”

      “Won’t arresting him just make him a martyr for the cause and strengthen their campaign?”

      “Conceivably, but it’s the lesser of two evils, and in my opinion, the least dangerous of our options.”

      “And does your father share your opinion?”

      Someone crosses the street in front of us, snapping photographs of the fire, then glances in our direction. He starts to look away but whips his head back, his eyes widening, and he turns the camera toward us.

      “Shit!” Lev throws the SUV into drive and tears away from the curb, hopefully before he was able to get any photographs.

      “Father isn’t going to do anything to rock the boat. He and Mother are working on a statement about the bombing, and they’ll give a live broadcast in a few hours to try to assure the people they’re safe.”

      Lev snorts and shakes his head. “Are they, though?”

      “I don’t know. And that’s the problem. If they’re willing to hit a bank, in the middle of broad daylight heedless of how many innocent people will be killed or wounded, what else are they capable of?”

      A thousand scenarios race through my mind—none of them good.

      The man who sat across from me at that table didn’t possess an ounce of fear. That makes him incredibly dangerous.

      “What are you going to do?”

      I press my head against the cool glass, watching the heart of the city fly by through the tinted windows. “Try to keep Lovolia from burning.”

      “How do you do that?”

      “I wish I fucking knew…”
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      I pace the living room of Fyn’s suite for the hundredth time, likely wearing a path in the luxurious carpet on the floor while I watch the local news channel’s coverage of the bombing.

      My stomach roils, and I press my hand flat against it and try not to lose my lunch staring at the carnage. There were people in there—innocent Lovolians going about their days and running into the bank for a quick deposit or withdrawal. They didn’t deserve to die like this.

      No one does.

      The doors open from the hallway, and Mira appears with a tray containing a teapot and cups and sets it on the table in front of the sofa, offering a kind smile. “I thought you might need this.”

      I plaster on the biggest smile I can muster. “Thank you. Any word on casualties yet?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. The king and queen are still sequestered in his office with some of their advisors. Everyone is remaining very tight-lipped at this time.”

      Shit.

      I have no idea where Fyn is. After he dropped me off here at the palace, he disappeared with Lev, and I’ve never seen him so distraught or angry. Not even after the meeting with the head of the LLM. Any peace we managed to find at Elysium is long gone.

      He must be losing his mind by now.

      “I’ll just leave you alone, sweetheart. Unless you need me to stay.”

      “No, no.” I wave her off. “I’m okay, Mira. Thank you.”

      She reaches out and rubs my arm affectionately, then leaves, closing the door behind her. I lower myself onto the couch and stare at an empty teacup I can’t even bring myself to fill, let alone drink.

      Things with Fyn on a personal level have never been better after our long weekend in Elysium, but the unrest seems to be ramping up.

      The sharp ring of my cell phone makes me jump in my seat, and I pull it from my pocket and glance at the screen before answering, hoping it’s Fyn. My heart sinks slightly. “Hey, Daph.”

      “Oh, thank God you’re okay. I saw on the news about a bombing and—”

      “I’m fine. Nowhere near it, in fact. I’ve barely left the palace the entire time I’ve been here other than a little mini-vacation with Fyn that didn’t last nearly long enough.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m worried about you.” She sighs, but only because she’s concerned. “You need to come home. It’s been what? Almost two weeks that you’ve been sitting there twiddling your thumbs, sexing up the hot prince. And what do you have to show for it?”

      I start to open my mouth to respond, but almost like she can sense it, she breaks in.

      “Now, don’t make an excuse, Bridg. Think about it and give me the honest answer because you don’t just need to be honest with me. You need to be honest with yourself. Has anything changed since the last time we spoke?”

      I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose to try to ward off the headache forming behind my eyes. “Yes, we just had three amazing days at this private villa. It was…incredible.”

      “And you two talked about your future together?”

      Wincing, I lean back against the couch. “Not really. No.”

      We talked about everything else but that.

      “So, you two are still doing whatever it is you’re doing and the man hasn’t made you any promises or told you he loves you?”

      “It’s only been a couple of weeks.”

      “And he’s asking you to give up your entire life here, Bridg. Your entire life. Is it worth that? Is that man going to marry you at the end of this?”

      The acid churns my stomach again, and I lay my head back. “I don’t know.”

      Back to repeating those awful words.

      The king and queen still despise me, likely even more so after Fyn whisked me away somewhere they couldn’t find him for days on end, and Abigail still believes he’s just playing around with me and will soon tire of it. And he hadn’t made me any promises.

      “So, you’ve now lost your job, and you’re about to lose your apartment in the next week when you miss the rent payment, for a man who hasn’t even told you he loves you yet and with whom you have an uncertain future. That’s what you’re saying.”

      “Shit. I guess I am.”

      And when she puts it that way, it makes me sound batshit crazy.

      “Girl…didn’t you learn your lesson with Barry? If things don’t feel right, you have to leave. You need to come home. Or at the very least, have a conversation with the man about where things are going between the two of you before it goes too far, and you can’t come back from it.”

      How do I know it hasn’t already gone too far?

      Somehow, in such a short time, I’ve let myself fall in love with Fynix Yates. I’ve let myself believe all this is real and possible.

      The click of the door opening has me turning toward it. Fyn steps in, his dirty blonde hair disheveled, his eyes red and glassy.

      Shit.

      “I have to go, Daph. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Wait, Bridget—”

      I end the call before Daphne can get out whatever it is she was about to say and set my phone down on the coffee table to rush over to Fyn, but something in the way he looks at me makes me stop short of touching him. “Oh, my God. Are you okay? Where have you been? I’ve been so worried—”

      He raises a hand to silence me, then scrubs it over his face. “I’m okay. I was with Lev down at one of the bombing sites.”

      “Oh, my God. I’ve been watching. It’s so awful. Did they arrest anybody? Do you have any idea who did it or how many people died?”

      My questions come out rapid fire, like I can’t stop myself from asking even though Fyn is clearly overwhelmed.

      He shakes his head, holding out a hand again to stop me from asking another question. “I can’t discuss that with you right now.”

      Ouch.

      I recoil slightly but then suck in a deep breath and try to remain rational.

      Don’t take it personally.

      There are things Fyn will never be able to tell me. Secrets he’ll be forced to keep as head of state that even his wife won’t be privy to—

      Wife?

      Jesus, who the hell am I kidding?

      He hasn’t made any promises to me. We had a great couple of days away from all this, but this is his life. Coming home at all hours after dealing with whatever the country demands, tense and bitter. We can’t pretend he doesn’t have duties or that me staying doesn’t mean giving up everything I know and love back home.

      And the man is clearly a wreck. Even with everything that’s been happening, I’ve never seen him like this—so just…lost.

      “Do you want some tea?” I motion toward the tray. “Mira brought—”

      Fyn stalks past me and over to the bar along the far wall without even looking at me. “I need something stronger than tea.”

      I watch him for a moment, the tense set of his shoulders, the red on the back of his neck from where he’s been rubbing it. “I don’t blame you.”

      How could I?

      Innocent people died. His people. This is his country, and he feels helpless.

      He pulls the stopper out of a decanter and pours himself what looks like a bourbon or scotch with a shaking hand. Not bothering to recap it, he downs the drink and pours another one.

      It must have been bad for him to be this distressed. He’s always been so cool and collected, seemingly the voice of reason for his parents and the one who takes things in stride and tries to give them a younger perspective on things that affect their citizens.

      It must be really, really bad.

      “Is it…safe…for me to be here?”

      He stiffens and turns back to face me, jaw hard, eyebrows raised over icy cool eyes still glassy from tears and lack of sleep. “You want to leave?”

      “I didn’t say that. It’s just…with everything that’s happening…and you’re so busy. I barely see you. Elysium was…incredible, but…” I take a sharp inhale to force the words out. “Maybe it would be better if I—”

      His hand tightens on the empty glass. “If you what? Went back to the US. If we never saw each other again?”

      “No, Fyn, I never said that. It’s just…” Frustration steals my words. I definitely never intended to have this conversation when he’s so upset about what’s happening outside the gates. “What’s even happening between us, Fyn? I mean, it’s been almost two weeks, and I don’t have any more clarity on the situation than I did our first night together. As of Monday, I’ve lost my job. If I don’t figure out a way to pay my rent in the next week, I’m going to lose my apartment. I’m giving up my life there, and I don’t even know what for.”

      “Jesus, Bridget, of all the fucking times to have this conversation…”

      Shit.

      I take a step toward him, wanting so badly to reach out and embrace him, to tell him none of this is what I want, but I’m confused and lost here alone. “I’m sorry. It just—”

      He slams the glass back on the bar and shakes his head. “I can’t deal with this right now. I need to go and help my parents prepare their statement for the press after informing several families that their loved ones are dead.”

      Oh, hell.

      This did not at all go how I had thought it would. Only hours ago, we were laughing and relaxed on the patio at Elysium, and now, it’s all falling apart.

      He stalks past me, jerks open the door, and storms out of the suite without a backward glance.

      I just royally fucked things up.
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      “Pull!”

      The clay pigeon shoots out of the trap and flies over the lake at the back of the palace property. Lev fires off a shot and shatters it easily. As the biodegradable pieces tumble to the water, he turns to me, his expression reproachful after I just told him about the scene with Bridget last night.

      “So, you left her there like that?”

      “What the hell else was I supposed to do? I had to help Mother and Father and had other things to deal with. You know that.”

      Lev lowers his shotgun, the tattoos on his arms he so rarely gets to expose vibrant against the steel gray of the rolled up sleeves, and leans it against his leg while I load mine. “Yeah, but I also know that when a girl you care about, who is literally only staying in this country because of you, asks where the relationship is going, you don’t get pissed and walk away. You’re smarter than that.”

      “Seriously, Lev? Not right now.”

      He holds up his hands, dark brows winging up. “Then when?”

      I glower at him. “How about never…”

      The whole point of coming out here was to blow off a little steam. I hadn’t expected to face an inquisition from the man who is supposed to be my best friend.

      He chuckles and reloads his shotgun, his expert fingers moving swiftly in the motion that comes naturally to him after so many years of practice. “What did she say when you finally made it to bed last night?”

      Fuck.

      It was incredibly late, and I was utterly spent by the time I trudged up the stairs and finally collapsed. In thirty years, I’ve never had to make calls like that before, to tell a husband his wife wasn’t coming home, to tell a son his mother was gone, a brother his sister was a victim of the cowardly attack. Each one tore away a piece of my heart, broke down the confidence I had that we could end this peacefully.

      If this is what Father and Mother have had to deal with every day of their reigns, I’m not so sure I’ll be able to handle it.

      Any faith I had was instantly wiped away by the wails of despair, the calls for action when we have none we can take.

      I was a mess when I returned to my suite, not in any shape to be having such an important conversation with Bridget.

      But I already know Lev won’t see it that way.

      I wince at his question and raise my gun, ready to shoot. “Pull!”

      The clay pigeon launches out, and my first shot misses, but I fire off a second round fast enough to hit it before it drops to the water.

      “She didn’t say anything…because by the time I finally went to bed—which was earlier this morning, as you know—she was already asleep in the guest room.”

      He winces. “Ouch. She didn’t even sleep in your bed last night?”

      I prop my gun against the table to our side. “No, she did not.”

      “And you didn’t think to go into the guest room and, I don’t know, try to talk to her?”

      I sigh and throw up my hands. “What was I supposed to say? I don’t know anything?”

      “It’s better than nothing. You care about this girl, Fyn. I’ve known you your entire life and have never seen you so hung up about a woman. Don’t you want to do everything you can to make her stay instead of leaving her with the impression you don’t give a fuck whether she does or doesn’t?”

      “I definitely didn’t give her that impression.”

      He snorts and shakes his head. “It sounds to me like that’s exactly what you did.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      We had enjoyed such a fantastic few days, too. If we only could have stayed at Elysium…

      There, things were simple. We were happy. It felt right, like we were supposed to be there together. But it isn’t reality. It never has been.

      I groan and rub the back of my neck. “I’m not so sure it matters, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      A real bird takes off from one of the trees surrounding the lake. It swoops and swirls through the blue late-morning sky, seemingly carefree and savoring its ability to spread its wings and coast, fly away to wherever the wind may take it.

      What I wouldn’t give for that…

      “Because you know how Mother and Father feel about her, about the situation, and I won’t be able to keep her hidden away at the palace forever, if she does stay. Plus, there’s Abigail…”

      Lev snorts. “She’s a feisty one, isn’t she?”

      “I’ll say.”

      Despite a year of public appearances, during which I made it crystal clear to her that I want nothing to do with her besides what was required of me, the woman hasn’t taken the hint or backed off even marginally. And after what she said to Bridget at that disaster of a breakfast, she’s made it clear she has every intention of trying to force my hand in marriage—with Mother and Father’s help.

      “You have it so easy, Lev.”

      He balks. “How do you figure?”

      “You can be with anyone you want, whenever you want. No one looking over your shoulder or telling you who you can and can’t date.”

      Lev takes up his gun and readies himself. “Pull!”

      The clay pigeon zips out, and he hits it expertly on the first shot. “That’s all true, but it doesn’t mean Grandmother wouldn’t give me shit if I brought home a girl of whom she wasn’t one hundred percent supportive.”

      I chuckle. “Oh, I am quite confident Mira would make her displeasure known.”

      He points at me. “She seems to really like Bridget, though.”

      So do I.

      And Mira’s regard is the ultimate stamp of approval.

      Even though she was born in Lovolia, her Russian roots tend to show when she has strong feelings about something…or someone. For her to so openly support and embrace Bridget despite Mother and Father’s objections speaks volumes. I’m just not sure it’s loud enough to change the reality of the situation.

      I nod slowly. “I know she does. She told me as much when she cornered me in the hallway a few days ago. I love your grandmother like my own, Lev, you know that. But sometimes that woman meddles and oversteps—just like her grandson.”

      He chuckles. “I’m sure when your great grandparents offered my great grandmother a job, they never anticipated who they were admitting into their inner circle.”

      “Or how you would all ignore propriety.”

      Lev flashes me a grin. “Exactly. But don’t act like you’d rather have anyone else watching your arse.”

      “Of course not.”

      No matter how much I might complain about Lev butting his head in where it does not belong, he’s still my best mate, the one I entrust with everything—my life, my secrets.

      He watches me with eyes that see far too much, waiting for me to say something else, but I have no intention of volunteering additional information right now. Not when things are such a jumble in my own head.

      Finally, he sets his gun on the table and turns to face me fully, letting me know I’m not going to find a way out of this conversation, no matter how intently I might be seeking escape. “So, what are you going to do about Bridget?”

      I sigh and load my gun, giving myself another minute to consider my response. I’ve spent the entire morning asking myself the same thing, and nothing seems sufficient to explain to her or show her what I truly want. “I’m going to have to try to talk to her. Persuade her to stay.”

      “You think you’re going to be able to accomplish that after last night’s performance and with all the drama going on, including with Abigail?”

      Fucking hell. It does sound bad.

      I shrug. “Who knows? I sure hope so. I need more time because, as you know, the law demands I marry someone of royal blood. And Bridget sure as hell isn’t that…”
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      The law demands I marry someone of royal blood. Bridget sure as hell isn’t that…

      Fyn’s words ring in my ears—sharp and painful—and I stagger back across the vast lawn and duck behind the small building near the lake before he or Lev spot me.

      If I hadn’t heard it with my own ears come from his mouth, I never would have believed it. Even after our fight last night, after he didn’t come looking for me, I woke knowing I needed to talk to him, that I needed to apologize for even bringing the issue up when he had so many more important things to deal with. That I needed to apologize for not being in his bed waiting. But I wasn’t sure if he wanted me there.

      At the time, it seemed like he didn’t, but now, in the light of a new day, I know he probably needed me and just couldn’t say it. It’s why I asked Manuel where he was this morning, so I could come out here and try to talk to him. Try to work out and resolve what we left unresolved.

      But those words, his words, were the final nail in the coffin of our relationship.

      He has to marry a royal.

      Not just because it’s what his parents want.

      Or because the country will expect it.

      Or because Abigail is ready to latch on to him like a succubus and never let him go.

      He has to marry someone with royal blood by law.

      His words stung…but they’re true. I’m not a royal and never will be. I will never be, can never be, what he wants or needs.

      I never should have stayed here. Never should have believed there was a glimmer of a chance of this working. I should have walked away from him on that beach the same way he did me a year ago.

      All I was doing was fooling myself.

      And now, as I struggle to catch my breath and race across the vast lawn toward the palace, I can’t help but wonder where I got it so damn wrong.

      Am I the most naïve person on the planet?

      It certainly feels that way.

      Did I really believe I had a future with a prince?

      A man like that. A man like Fynix Michael Elander Yates, who can have any woman on the planet, who has one like Abigail with her perfect pedigree and influential family waiting in the wings. A man like that doesn’t end up with a girl like me.

      Of course not.

      Never.

      Yet I was too stupid to see it. Dumb enough to ever believe it was a possibility we could get over all our differences to come together on that tiny sliver of common ground we found.

      Or I thought we found.

      He said the right words, all the right ones. That night on the beach a year ago. Then again and again—on the sand, in the gazebo, at Elysium. He said them over and over again, but he never told me he loved me. He never said we had a future. He never told me about the damn law that meant we could never have one.

      It was all some game, just like I thought that first night.

      And I fell for it—hook, line, and sinker.

      The guard on the lawn near the back door I just stepped out of only moments ago sees me coming and pulls it open for me with a little half-bow. “Ma’am.”

      I enter the palace knowing no one will stop me or question me. With all the hours of work, with what they do for the people of this country, they have enough to worry about. A crying American girl who is fucking the prince isn’t their concern.

      And right now, I’ve never been so happy to be invisible.

      I choke back a sob and make my way through the winding hallways of the palace and toward Fyn’s suite. My heart thunders in my chest, threatening to burst, but I move as fast as I can. If I slow down, even for a moment, I might second-guess what I have to do. I might think of the good times I’ve had with Fyn—especially at Elysium—and I might double-back to the gardens and search for a way to make it work between us. I might ask him to do the unthinkable to be with me.

      That can’t happen.

      Coming back here was a mistake, and now leaving it a second time is absolutely the only way I will survive this.

      I must get out of here before he gets back. I need to be long gone before he ever realizes I’ve left. I can’t face that man again. Can’t walk away from him or watch him walk away from me for a second time. I have to just go.

      Now.

      Everything’s been leading up to this, anyway. Admitting it to myself was the problem, and if I believe he truly meant any of what happened or what was said, then he didn’t want to admit it to himself, either.

      We both should have seen it coming. I had my reservations about his intentions a year ago, ones he somehow managed to dissuade me of during my time here, but his words bring them back to the forefront.

      He never had any intention of creating a future with me. He can’t. This was all just Prince Fynix sowing his wild oats before he settles down and marries an appropriate wife, like Abigail.

      Exactly like she and his mother said.

      But I didn’t listen.

      I brushed it off as them trying to get rid of me. If I had known it was a requirement to marry someone of royal blood, I never would have stayed.

      What would have been the point?

      I rush down the hallway toward Fyn’s suite, averting my gaze from the painting of the familiar beach just outside it. Looking at it would only make this harder.

      The guard outside Fyn’s door watches me approach with concern wrinkling his forehead. “Is everything okay, ma’am?

      God, I must look like a hot mess right now.

      Swiping at my eyes, I give a quick nod. “Yes, I have to leave, though. I need to head back to the States as soon as possible. Can you see if Manuel can arrange a car to take me to the airport?”

      The guard raises an eyebrow again. “Uh. Of course, miss.”

      “I’ll be ready in five minutes.”

      Quicker, if I can be.

      He opens the door for me, and I rush inside, straight to Fyn’s room. His scent envelops me, taunting me as I throw my clothes and toiletries into the small bag I brought with me on the trip that was only supposed to last a handful of days. I leave the clothes and other items Mira brought to me. I can’t take anything from him or her. I can’t have any reminders. Not good ones if I want to find and maintain my sanity again someday.

      I pause and take one last look at the bed I shared with him except for the first night here and last night. The bed where he made love to me like he meant it. Where I believed him and his words. Where I started making plans in my head that were obviously just daydreams of a girl who secretly harbored some sort of fairy tale fantasies.

      God, I was so stupid. So naïve to think this could happen.

      No one gets the prince except the princess…unless you’re a character created by the damn mouse company.

      I throw my bag over my shoulder and force myself to leave his room without looking back. When I return to the living room, Manuel stands just inside the door, concern deepening the craggy lines in his face.

      “Miss Cavanaugh, Erik radioed me to indicate you would be needing a lift to the airport. I wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Of course.” I offer a small nod and what I hope is a smile. “Yes. Everything’s fine. I just have some family issues I have to take care of and need to go home as soon as possible. Would you be able to find out when the next flight out would be for me and get me booked on it while we’re on our way to the airport?”

      He shifts uncomfortably and clears his throat. “Of course, miss. But if you cared to just wait and let me speak with His Highness, I could arrange for a personal jet to take you. It would be much more comfortable and likely faster.”

      “No.” I shake my head, then try to control myself so it doesn’t appear like I’m hiding something. “I’d rather not cause anyone any inconvenience.” I increase my smile. “I’m perfectly fine flying commercial. Whatever will get me out of the country and into the States fastest. Then I’ll catch a flight to Colorado from wherever I land.”

      “Whatever you want, Miss Cavanaugh.” He sweeps his arm toward the open door, and I walk out of it and away from Fyn forever.

      It’s the way it has to be.
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      Manuel and I make our way down the long hall in silence, our footsteps absorbed by the rug beneath our feet. Still, I catch myself holding my breath, waiting for someone to come around a corner.

      I can’t run into Mira or Lev, or even worse, Fyn. If I do, I might completely unravel.

      This needs to be a clean break. As clean as it can be.

      The closer we get to the grand staircase, the more I relax until I release a breath at the top of the steps—an unfettered escape almost complete. Once I get out of the palace, it will be easier to breathe, when I’m not expecting him to appear or someone else to try to stop me.

      But the clicking of heels on the marble floor at the bottom of the steps dashes my hopes of making it out of here without a confrontation.

      Shit.

      There are only a couple of people who would be wearing heels in this place, and I don’t want to see either of them. Neither the queen nor the princess will have anything nice to say and will likely pray the door hits me on my way out.

      Abigail the Succubus appears from down the hallway below us, teetering along in her stilettoes and wrapped in a dress that perfectly hugs her curves.

      Fuck her for being pretty and a royal and getting to marry Fyn.

      It isn’t fair. Then again, by now, it’s time to accept that nothing in life is. Just my luck, it has to be her I run into while trying to get out of here undetected.

      Her cool-blue eyes land on me at the top of the stairs, and her laser-like gaze travels over me, taking in my no-doubt red-rimmed eyes and my bag in hand. A cold smile spreads across her perfectly lined lips.

      I couldn’t knock it off if I tried. I’d love to try, though.

      “Well, if it isn’t Fyn’s American toy de jour. Where are you off to? Is His Highness bored already?” Abigail releases a haughty laugh. “I bet he—”

      If she says one more word, I’ll totally fucking lose it. “Family emergency. I need to get home.”

      Manuel presses his hand to my lower back, likely sensing my distress at the confrontation with Abigail, who still stands at the bottom of the stairs, staring up at me like she’s waiting for me to fall apart. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we have a tight schedule. If you’ll excuse us.”

      I take his hint and move the hell on.

      At least someone in the palace has my damn back.

      We march down the steps with Abigail watching our every move. She opens her mouth to say something just as I hit the marble, but Manuel gives her a look that could melt the polar ice caps and she recoils slightly.

      A sneer twists her lips. “We both know you won’t be back. I warned you. You should have heeded it.”

      Maybe I should have.

      It certainly would have saved me a lot of time and prevented me from making such a fool of myself.

      I brush past her and down the hallway, soaking in the last views of the palace and all its opulence, which for some reason seems even grander today, in the light of the new truth I’m now privy to.

      Like I had any future with a prince.

      It was the stupid dream of a stupid girl who wanted to believe in happily ever afters that don’t exist.

      Manuel leads me from the palace, past the guards standing at the door, and to a black SUV waiting under the portico. He moves around me to open the back door. “May I take your bag?”

      “No, thank you.” I climb in and slide across the leather seat.

      He shuts the door, leaving me alone behind the tinted glass. I finally let a couple of tears slide down my cheeks, but I dash those away with my hand as Manuel climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the SUV.

      “Oh, you didn’t have to drive me yourself. Another guard could do it.”

      Thoughtful brown eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror. “I’m certain His Highness would insist I ensure your safe arrival to the airport, personally.”

      I’m quite certain he wouldn’t.

      If he knew, he would try to stop me.

      He would say all the right words I can’t put any stock in anymore.

      We pull away from the palace, and no matter how hard I fight it, another tear slides down my cheek.

      “Miss Cavanaugh, are you sure you are all right?”

      My eyes meet Manuel’s in the mirror, again, and I force a smile even though he can see something is off.

      “I’m fine. Really. Just anxious to get home.”

      All I can think about right now is seeing Daphne and sleeping in my own bed—for as long as I’ll have it. Two things I desperately need.

      We drive through Lovolia, and my chest tightens, knowing I’ll never return to this beautiful paradise. The rest of the ride is spent in contemplative silence, and once we pull up to the airport terminal, I don’t wait for Manuel to open the door.

      I hop out with my bag and meet him around his side of the SUV. “Thank you, Manuel, for your help.” 

      “It’s my pleasure, miss, but I shall see you inside. I’m afraid if I do not, His Highness will have my head.” 

      I can promise the prince won’t.

      But rather than fight with the man who is just trying to do his job, I nod my agreement.

      “After you, miss. Your departing flight is United States Air 1525, Lovolia to New York, leaving from Gate 3. I have also arranged your connection from New York to Denver. Your boarding passes will be waiting at the gate.”

      “Thank you so much, Manuel. Truly.”

      He takes my bag from my hand. “It’s my pleasure, miss. I’m happy to help.”

      We step inside the airport, and he accompanies me to the security checkpoint. He speaks briefly with one of the security personnel, then hands me my bag. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Cavanaugh. I hope to see you return to Lovolia soon.”

      I barely contain the sob trying to get my response out. “Thank you and take care.”

      The truth has finally fully hit me.

      This tiny airport is my way to and from Fyn a second time. The last time I was here, I was returning to say my final goodbye. And now, I’m finally doing it.

      I hightail it through the security checkpoint, afraid if I say one more word, I’ll break down right here in the middle of the airport or beg Manuel to take me back to the palace.

      That can’t happen.

      It doesn’t take long to reach my gate, and I grab my boarding passes from the employee at the counter, then toss my bag on an empty chair and stand at the wall of large windows that overlook the tarmac.

      I wrap my arms around myself, but it’s of little comfort. At this point, nothing could make me feel better. If there is something that would, I sure can’t think of it.

      The same question keeps rolling around in my head, beating against my brain, demanding I answer it and admit to myself how stupid I really am.

      What did I think was going to happen? That Fynix and I would fall madly in love, get married, and have that fairy tale happy ending?

      Prince Charming, my ass. Fairytales are bullshit.

      I didn’t think that far ahead.

      I should have.

      If things were serious and we married, I’d be a princess and then—someday—a queen. An entire country would be looking to me as Fyn’s wife. I don’t even know what my role as either would entail, how much I would be expected to do, but no matter what, that’s a shit-ton of responsibility.

      From PR manager to queen.

      I scoff and chuckle humorlessly to myself, at the mere thought.

      Me, a fucking queen.

      About the only thing I had to offer that would be even remotely helpful would be what I’ve learned about handling messes clients create and spinning the image. And while that could certainly be useful in a monarchy situation, it in no way qualifies me to help lead a country.

      One I’m not even from.

      One I don’t understand.

      It’s coming apart at the seams, and I’m nothing but a distraction for the prince they so badly need right now.

      Despite how tiny the nation is, planes and airport workers scurry about in a flurry of activity to taxi us all in and out of Lovolia. Maybe people are leaving as things begin to crumble. I couldn’t blame them, really. I asked Fyn whether it was safe last night. I asked if I should leave. And now…I am.

      He knew this entire time that there was a law preventing us from truly being together, from having a future.

      Fyn fucking knew.

      But he said nothing.

      I can’t say what I would have done if I’d known about this law, but I would have had a choice. I could have guarded my heart. I could have walked away. I could have stayed and been just as hurt as I am now but with all the damn information. But he chose for me, and he took my choices away.

      How do I even process that?

      At the very least, I expected honesty from the man. Fynix knows me well enough to recognize that honesty is high on my list, especially after what Barry put me through. I never thought I’d trust a man again, but my dumb ass did.

      I trusted Fynix—like the idiot I surely am.

      The feeling I had when I discovered who he was returns. Like I’ve been played, part of some royal scam to nail a tourist and toy with her affections for as long as she tolerates it.

      The stupid American who tried to turn my vacation fuck into something more—that’s what I am.

      God, I hate that Daphne was right.

      I should let her steer my life when I get back because I have been driving in the wrong direction for a while. First, with Barry, and now, with Fynix. It seems like I’m as good at picking relationships as I am bananas—the damn things always go brown the day after I buy them.

      More tears stream down my face, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to get them to stop.

      “Ugh, stop crying.” I chastise myself out loud, swiping angrily at my cheeks and my nose. I’d kill for some tissue. I’m a leaky mess. “Once you board this plane, that’s it, Bridget Cavanaugh. No more tears.”

      It’s time to move on from Fynix, like I intended when I boarded the plane here only a few weeks ago.

      The only consolation is at least I can say that I tried. Going home this time, I won’t be plagued by what-ifs. It’s definitive now. We don’t have a future together, and I have to accept that, no matter how wrong it feels.

      And I need to clean myself up.

      If I get on the plane a blubbering mess, they might think something truly horrible happened to me. And it did—my heart got shattered. But it’s nothing they can fix.

      A crackle comes through the sound system, “Good evening. This is the pre-boarding announcement for flight 1525 to New York, United States. We are now inviting those passengers with small children and any passengers requiring special assistance, to begin boarding at this time. Please have your boarding pass and identification ready. Thank you.”

      The intercom disconnects and I grab my small carry-on, beelining for the bathroom, moving straight for the wall of sinks.

      One look into the mirror makes me wince. My red eyes, cheeks, and nose combined with the smeared mascara are truly rough.

      Nobody ever claimed heartbreak is pretty.

      I dampen some paper towels and hold them over my burning eyes. Considering how much I’ve cried since I overheard what Fynix said to Lev about the marriage law, I don’t even understand how I still have tears left to cry.

      But apparently, I do.

      “Shit,” I stammer, almost sobbing again.

      I don’t want this to be over between us, but I can’t force Fynix to want me, to fight for us, or to love me. And even if he did, it wouldn’t fucking matter. In this country, his parents make the law, and the law says he must marry a royal.

      Something I can never be.

      That makes me cry harder, but instead of trying to hold it in, trying to prevent my emotions from welling up again, I let it all out.

      Once I leave this bathroom, I will not mourn for Fynix Yates.

      I will be strong. I can move forward alone.

      But God, how I want him.

      No. Project Get Over Fyn commences now.

      I toss the paper towels in the trash receptacle and straighten my shirt. I’m still a sad, hot mess, but I’m not a blubbering mess anymore.

      That’s an improvement, I suppose. One step at a time.

      I open my carry-on bag and pull out my cosmetics case. A little expertly placed concealer can solve just about anything. A few dabs with the wand and a pat and blend have me almost looking human again. I stare at my reflection briefly. At least I don’t look as pitiful as I did only moments ago.

      “Time to move forward.” I fluff my hair before I grab the handle of my bag and make my way back out of the restroom.

      The last thing I need is to miss my damn flight.

      A strange commotion down the corridor briefly draws my attention—flashes and squeals of delight carry to me.

      Must be a celebrity sighting.

      Lovolia has become quite a hot spot due to the beaches, casino, and high-end shopping.

      I hope they have a better time here than I did.

      The sound system crackles to life again. “Now Boarding rows A through K for flight 1525 to New York. We are now inviting those passengers in rows A through K to begin boarding at this time. Please have your boarding pass and identification ready. Thank you.”

      I head toward the desk at the gate, digging out my paperwork as I go. With a sad heart and a heavy sigh, I whisper to only myself, “Goodbye, Fyn.”
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      “I told you this was a shitty idea.” Lev mutters, following me closely through the growing crowds in the terminal building. “You never listen.”

      “No, the bad idea will be me shutting down this fucking airport and recalling flights if Bridget has already boarded.”

      And I will do it, too.

      I continue to walk past people who bow and curtsy and reach out to touch me, but there isn’t any time to stop for pleasantries or to kiss babies. I’m on a motherfucking mission. One I must succeed in—I must stop Bridget from leaving.

      The same thing has been running through my head since I returned to the palace to discover she had left. I can’t lose her again. This time, after being with her and getting to know her, it would fucking kill me.

      “You’re drawing a crowd, Your Highness”—Lev nervously scans the growing mass of people—“and with just me to defend you, this is an impossible situation.”

      It’s irresponsible of me to be so exposed, with only Lev as a protection should something go wrong, but I didn’t want to swoop in here with the entire fucking guard, and not only publicly announce my relationship with a woman who might be leaving me but also potentially scare her away even more.

      I’m praying the shock of the crown prince marching his royal arse unexpectedly through the airport will clear me a path—at least until I can find Bridget.

      Getting to her is all that matters.

      Lev swats away hands attempting to grab my sleeve. “Clear the way. Clear the way for the Crown Prince of Lovolia.”

      “Your Highness!” A woman with tears streaming down her face falls to the floor in an outright bow.

      I hate this part of being the heir to the throne. What makes me any better than her?

      Not a fucking thing.

      I was born into my position. I didn’t earn it. Nothing but my DNA puts me where I am. And apparently, there are enough people so determined to remove anyone with my DNA from power, they’re willing to tear the country apart to achieve their goal.

      A PA system crackles to life, and I can barely hear it over the growing noise of the swarm that seems to be closing in around us, making advancing a lot harder.

      “Now Boarding rows A through K for flight 1525 to New York. We are now inviting those passengers in rows A through K to begin boarding at this time. Please have your boarding pass and identification ready. Thank you.”

      “Fuck!” That’s the flight Manuel said he booked her on. “Make way, please!”

      A wall of people closes in around us, absorbing my words with their excited chatter.

      They’re boarding!

      The gates lie just ahead, and the closer we get, the more worried I become that she’s already on the plane. Phones keep getting shoved in my face, so I’m trying not to cause a scene—any more than I currently am. I don’t need to give the LLM additional fodder for their cause by providing footage of me elbowing my subjects out of the way to get to a woman.

      I’ve never been nervous a day in my life, but this American scares the hell out of me. She’s incredible, and there’s no way in this world I will give her up for anything.

      Anything.

      I can’t let her go.

      “Everyone get back,” Lev’s bellow carries over the din and people consuming us.

      This is such a bloody fucking mess.

      I finally lose my cool. “I need silence!”

      My voice carries over the crowd, and everyone in earshot goes deathly quiet.

      “Thank you.”

      The people around me wait to see what I will say or do next.

      I swallow thickly and try to regain a bit of composure. “I am trying to get to someone very important to me, and I think she is about to board a plane, so please make a path for us to get through.”

      It takes a moment for my words to sink in, but like magic, the crowds part.

      “Thank you!” I call as I start to run.

      I don’t wait to see whether Lev is behind me. Knowing him, he’s hot on my heels. My focus is on one person as I enter the section of gates and scan the area for the familiar brunette hair.

      My eyes land on her just as she receives her passport back from the airline steward and begins to walk toward the gate door that will take her away from me.

      That can’t happen.

      And I’ll do anything to stop it for one very important reason.

      I love Bridget.

      “Bridget!” I shout as I charge at the gate. “Bridget!”

      “Sir, you need to stop. Sir! Security!” Someone’s shouts go unanswered, and it doesn’t make me stop. I move forward, horrified, watching Bridget pass through the door.

      Something solid and determined hits me from the side and slams me down to the ground—hard. The air whooshes from my lungs and pain radiates through the side of my body.

      Fuck. That hurt.

      “Get off him!” Lev’s voice carries to me through a wall of heavy flesh piled on top of me.

      A collective gasp goes up, and some of the weight finally eases.

      “It’s the prince!”

      “Prince Fynix!”

      The chatter grows as I lie here trying to figure out how to breathe again. A hand with pretty pink nails extends to me. I blink away the daze clouding my vision and focus on the sight that brings tears to my eyes.

      “Bridget.” I wheeze her name, looking into those beautiful green eyes of hers. “I—”

      Words fail me, and Lev comes to stand beside her to help me to my feet.

      “Your Highness. Please forgive me.” A security guard pleads as he bows repeatedly. “I had no idea it was you. I’m so sorry.”

      The man was just doing his job; I can’t be angry with him.

      “It’s fine. It’s okay.” I try to reassure him, but I keep my gaze locked on Bridget’s.

      Sadness permeates the air around her, and the makeup she used to cover the puffiness around her eyes didn’t work. That I played a part in her distress is worse than a boot to the junk.

      “I need a moment with Bridget.”

      Lev bursts into action, pushing back the crowd with the security guard’s assistance. In minutes, we have a secured perimeter with additional security coming to contain the situation.

      I just keep staring at Bridget, afraid to say the wrong thing. Afraid to say anything that might put her back on that plane out of here.

      “Bridget, please, may we talk?”

      She crosses her arms over herself protectively and nods her agreement, though her entire posture suggests she’s less than thrilled with seeing me right now.

      And I have no fucking clue why.

      I usher her to a group of chairs in front of the picture windows overlooking the tarmac. We aren’t going to get any real privacy here, and I’d much rather do this somewhere else, but something tells me Bridget isn’t going to leave with me again. Not unless I say what I came here to say.

      Lev maintains order; everyone is being respectful and keeping their distance—even if there are about a hundred cell phones following my every move.

      I take a seat across from Bridget, resting my elbows on my knees before I rub at the back of my neck anxiously. Everything that matters to me hangs in the balance.

      “Why are you leaving? Is this because of the fight we had last night? Because—”

      Her mouth drops open slightly, like she can’t believe I have the nerve to ask that question. “Seriously? Fyn, I heard what you said to Lev today while you were out by the lake.”

      What I said?

      I review my entire conversation with him, searching for anything that might have been enough to send her running. We discussed the fight I had with her, what a truly awful night it had been for me, that I wasn’t sure what to say…

      And when I get to it, acid crawls up my throat.

      Shit.

      I hold up a hand to her. “First, I’m sorry you heard what you heard, but I promise you, it wasn’t accurate, and I didn’t mean what you think I did.”

      “I think I heard you just fine. There’s a marriage law, and we have no future. You decided to not share any of this with me and led me on like there could be.”

      “No. You heard me tell Lev that the law demands I marry someone of royal blood, and that’s true”—she shifts uneasily but I raise my palm to stop her from interrupting—“but I’ve been working behind the scenes to try to change that law. And no, I didn’t tell you. Not because I was trying to keep it a secret from you or hide something, but because it doesn’t matter.” I lock my gaze with hers, making sure she can feel my words as well as hear them. “Bridget, what I said about you not being a royal was meant as a compliment. It’s one of the things I love so much about you. If it comes down to you or the throne, I will pick you. I would abdicate the throne.”

      Her eyes widen, and her bottom lip quivers. “You…would give all of this up, for me?”

      “In a heartbeat. You say the word, and we will get on that plane. I will follow you to the ends of the earth because I am absolutely, one hundred percent, in love with you, Bridget.”

      A tiny gasp slips from her at my admission. She wasn’t expecting this. I should have told her when we were at Elysium, and I probably would have, had we not been interrupted by the emergency call. It was on the tip of my tongue so many times, yet I held back, wanting to do it at the perfect moment. This definitely isn’t it, but now that I’ve said it, the weight on my shoulders evaporates, and it’s obvious I’ve felt this way for a very long time.

      I’d be a fool not to love her.

      “What do you say, love? Will you stay?”

      I hold my breath, waiting for her answer. It could shatter my heart or restore my entire world. After several agonizingly long seconds while she studies me, processing my words, she launches herself into my arms, and, ignoring the protocol about no touching in public, I pull her onto my lap, embracing her firmly enough to know she’ll never get away again.

      The crowd around us begins to clap.

      There goes concealing my relationship with her from the media or the public.

      It was only a matter of time, especially if we’re taking this to the next level. Still, I would have preferred to release the details on our own terms, using some of her incredible PR skills to ensure things were presented in the best possible light.

      Her arms tighten around my neck, and she nuzzles her face against my skin, her scent invading my lungs.

      Fuck, I want to kiss her, even if that would be severely frowned upon.

      Bridget laughs and whispers in my ear. “Yes, I’ll stay, and I love you, too.”

      I never want this moment to end.

      With the woman I love in my arms—the woman who returns my love—it’s as though everything is finally right in the world, even when everything around us is crumbling apart.

      Now, we’ll face it together. Whatever it might be.
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      He came for me.

      His hand wrapped around mine since we left the airport reminds me it isn’t a dream. He clings to it, like he’s afraid that I’ll disappear if he releases it, and—as much as I’d love to be the strong woman who doesn’t need a man to want her—I don’t want him to let go. His touch is grounding and reassuring, and with my hand in his, our connection feels magnified, more intense than it’s ever been, if that’s even possible.

      Even now, as we make our way past the guards and into the palace, he still holds onto me like his life depends on it. I peek up at his strong profile—that angular jaw, pouty full lips, and thick eyelashes.

      All the reasons I gave myself to him on that beach the first night come rushing back. It was pure lust back then, even with the connection we had, a reckless moment we both needed, but now that we know each other, his beauty goes beyond his appearance deep to his soul.

      Fynix is a good man. One who cares about his parents despite disagreeing with them about things. One who loves his country and mourns for it when things go wrong. And one who loves me.

      I don’t claim to know very much about royalty, but I am fairly certain I read somewhere once in passing that public displays of affection are frowned upon in their circles. That’s why I wasn’t upset that he didn’t kiss me at the airport, but I could tell only years of ingrained decorum kept his lips from meeting mine. I saw it in his eyes, the same hunger I felt reflected back at me.

      As if he can read my thoughts—or maybe it’s the fact that I can’t seem to take my eyes off him—he glances at me. His lip twitches with a barely contained smile, and with the squeeze of his hand against mine, we increase our pace through the palace.

      The staff scurry about, stopping to bow or curtsy before him. Their eyes land and linger on our joined hands, but he doesn’t seem to notice or he just doesn’t give a shit because he doesn’t let go, just continually brushes his thumb seductively over my skin.

      He peeks over at me again. “So, I have been meaning to ask you something, but now we’ve inadvertently gone public in a very conspicuous way, it’s going to sound as though I’m doing it because of that. I swear, I would have anyway.”

      “You would have what?”

      “Invited you. I have an event coming up, and I’d be honored if you will attend with me.”

      I chew on my bottom lip. “What is it?”

      “It’s the King’s Silver Jubilee. It’s a ball.”

      Father has held the throne for twenty-five years, and for the most part, he has been a kind, benevolent ruler to a country that’s peaceful. Even if the current climate and LLM suggest otherwise.

      “A ball? You want me to attend a ball with you? As your plus one?” I contemplate the invitation as we approach the grand staircase that will lead us upstairs. “I don’t know, Fyn, are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Yes.” He pulls me to a stop at the bottom of the stairs. “It’s stating we are together because you are mine. My kingdom should know that.”

      Given what just happened at the airport, the public is already going to know about me soon, but I don’t know anything about balls or dealing with dignitaries—other than that a jubilee is a very public event with very important people.

      I avert my gaze, not wanting to give away what’s starting to form in my head.

      It’s not your place, Bridget.

      Like he can read my mind, he tips up my chin. “What else is bothering you?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry. It isn’t my place to advise you on public relations.”

      Despite spending my entire career spinning public relation disasters into wins for my clients, this is a totally different world with completely different rules. Ones I don’t have any form of grasp on.

      He reaches out and pushes hair back from my shoulder. “Tell me what’s on your mind?”

      “Well, I was thinking about what a big deal the ball will be. It might benefit the entire situation with the radicals if you used the ball as a peace offering. I assume you’d make a speech, and the right speech can go a long way to smoothing tensions.”

      He grins at me. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      I laugh, the sound echoing through the vast foyer. “I’ve been known to have a few.”

      “I have no doubt you have more than a few.” He laughs along with me and kisses my cheek. “You’re brilliant, and I can’t wait to tell the world that I won a hard ten. But first, I need to show you how much I love you.”

      We climb the grand stairs that will lead us to the long hall to his suite. The guards snap to attention as we pass, and once we enter his domain and the doors are shut behind us, effectively closing out the rest of the world, he tugs my hand, pulling me into his arms.

      His lips stop millimeters from mine. “Bridget, I’m sorry that I couldn’t do this at the airport. Just know that I have been dying to kiss you. Every second of the ride home and the walk through the palace to this very damned room has been a testament to my restraint.”

      My heart pounds frantically as his soft, full lips descend onto mine. Butterflies take flight in my stomach, and an unbidden moan escapes my mouth into his. His large, strong hands trail along my back to grab handfuls of my ass.

      His attention so laser focused on me sends a heated rush through my body, making me squirm against him, desperate for something more only he can give me.

      God, I thought I’d never have this again.

      His touch.

      His scent.

      Him.

      I thought the only thing that I’d have left of Fyn— of us, of our time together—were memories that were as beautiful as they were painful. Not anymore. I won’t allow pain to touch anything else about us, and I’ll cherish and cling to every single new memory that we are lucky enough to create.

      And today is different.

      The air around us fills with a charge, nearly electric as I descend into a lust-driven madness with the man of my dreams. Tears slip from the corners of my eyes at the relief and pleasure from simply being back in his arms.

      I feel whole.

      It’s like a part of me has been returned, a part of my very soul, without which I was only partially functioning. As strange and terrifying as that might be, it comforts me. This connection we both feel can’t be broken. Not by arguments. Not by time. Not by a damn law.

      How did I ever think that I would move on from this, move on from us, or, for that matter, him?

      I may have left Colorado, left behind my friends, my job, my apartment, everything I know, but as long as I’m with Fyn, everything is right. He is my home more than some place I rented in a high-rise building. Being here with him means more than going into a thankless job every day. I mourned the loss of this man once before, after just knowing him for one day; I’d never survive losing him now.

      He swipes at my cheeks with his thumbs and mumbles against my lips. “Love, it’s okay. We are here, together now.”

      Our hearts are in the same place.

      Synced.

      As cliché as that may sound, it doesn’t make it any less true.

      “Yes, we are,” I whisper before pressing my lips to his.

      Together.

      The word floats through my mind as our kiss intensifies and I pour every ounce of everything I feel into it.

      “Fuck.” He groans, and the sound is pure, animal need. “I need you, Bridget. In my arms. In my bed. In my fucking life.”

      Fyn kisses me thoroughly. His tongue tangles with mine in a dance that we’ve damn near perfected. I could never grow tired of this man’s kiss. His hand slides under my skirt.

      “Fyn.” I breathe his name.

      My need for this man is a yearning, a desperation like I’ve never known before. I could hate myself for becoming like this around him, for giving into him so easily every time, but it’s so good. So right.

      “Tell me what you want, Bridget.”

      His voice holds a deep timbre that drips with desire and sends chills coursing over my flesh. The repeated words, echoing what he said to me that first night I arrived, when we were together on the gazebo, are very intentional.

      I close my eyes, my control unraveling minute by minute. I want his mouth on me forever. His hands owning every inch of my body. A lifetime in his arms. But I don’t say that because I just want his mouth back on mine.

      “You, I just want you.” I barely have time to breathe after uttering those words before his lips crash against mine in an all-consuming, hungry kiss.

      His hands tug at the straps of my dress, and my hands work the buttons of his shirt. He walks me backward toward his room, a pile of clothes abandoned in our wake. I loosen his belt as my dress puddles around my ankles. I kick it to the side, never stopping the most important task of freeing his cock.

      “Need you…now.”

      It’s the only warning he gives before he lifts me. My legs instinctively wrap around him, and he spins and lowers me to the king-sized bed that dominates his room.

      He shoves down his pants with one hand and peppers my neck with frantic kisses before he grabs his cock and aligns it with my core. “I love you.”

      His words come whispered.

      Almost reverent.

      The frantic desperation we’ve been acting under momentarily brushed away for true emotion beyond the lust we have for each other.

      Love.

      Fynix loves me.

      “Ever since that first day when we met on my beach, I knew this thing between us was different. You were different.”

      He slides his cock into me, and I gasp as he goes even deeper, stretching me in the most delicious of ways. But it’s his words, his feelings, that require my attention. I force myself to stop and hold his face in my hands. His gaze is heavy and lust-filled as his eyes lock onto mine.

      These may well be the most important words I have ever spoken to another person. This moment is passionate and intimate, and now, with this exchange, it may possibly be the most important single moment of my life.

      “I love you, Fynix. Everything that happened to us to lead us to this point in time, I’d go through again, if it put me back here with you.”

      “Bridget…” Fynix moans my name, and it’s the most beautiful and sexy sound I’ve ever heard. “Fuck, Bridget.”

      His barely breathed words against my lips draw me back to him again, back into the mindless desire and need.

      I’m lost to him again.

      This man is everything I never knew I needed.

      Kind and caring and compassionate.

      If anyone should rule a country, it’s Fynix.

      But I can’t focus on that anymore. Not when his cock glides in and out of me in a perfect rhythm and at the perfect angle. His pelvis grinds against my clit with every thrust, and his lips moving in time with his muscular body mimics the rolling of the ocean onto the beach where we first met.

      “So fucking good.” I dig my nails into his shoulder blades, scoring the skin as I push him to drive harder with my feet at his lower back. “Oh, oh God, Fyn!”

      A massive orgasm slams into me, forcing my eyes closed and flashing bursts of lights against my lids. Pleasure courses through my limbs as his rhythm turns frantic. He tries to push me farther over the edge while chasing his own climax.

      “Cuora mio. You’re my heart, Bridget.” He whispers the words in my ear and empties himself inside me.

      I hold him tighter, clinging to him as he finds his release, because this intense pull between us can’t be broken.

      Nothing can tear us apart now.

      Nothing.
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      “So, you’re ticklish?” Bridget twitches, trying to escape my fingers skimming up and down her sides. “This is important information I can’t believe I didn’t discover before now.”

      “Stop it!” She squeals and laughs simultaneously, trying to wriggle away from my light grasp by sliding off the bed.

      But I can’t let that happen, especially not when she’s stark naked. Her hard nipples stick out, calling to me, and I can’t help but reach out and drag her back to me so I can latch onto her nipple and suck greedily.

      I swirl my tongue around the taut peak, eliciting a needy moan from Bridget’s kiss-swollen lips.

      “Mmm, Fyn.”

      She smiles, running her fingers through my hair, and I drag her closer to me on the bed, releasing her pebbled nipple with a pop.

      “Damn, but I love to hear you say my name when you’re turned on.” My cock is rock-fucking-hard again, and I press her down on the bed and stretch out on top of her, aligning my erection with her wet heat I want to bury myself in…again.

      I nuzzle her neck and scatter light kisses along her jaw. “I never want to leave this bed.”

      A beautiful giggle slips from her. “What happens when we need to eat?”

      I bark out a laugh at her innocent question. “I have all I want to eat right here.”

      The only thing I want to feast on for a fucking lifetime.

      I toss the covers over my head, and she squeals with laughter as I slide down her body to rest in between her smooth thighs.

      “Fuck, Bridget Cavanaugh, you’re exquisite.”

      The scent of her arousal hardens my cock even more, and the desire to shove it down her pretty throat when I’m done feasting on her encourages me to get to work trying to get her off with the most intense orgasm she’s ever had.

      I glide my tongue through her core, the magnificent flavor that is all Bridget flooding my mouth. A low groan of pleasure rumbles in my chest, and she rolls her hips toward my face, forcing me to grasp her hips tightly and hold her in place while I devour her.

      Probing.

      Licking.

      Sucking her beautiful clit.

      She bucks and grips my hair almost painfully, and I slip two fingers inside her, curling them to find that spot that will drive her over the edge.

      But I don’t get to relish being between Bridget’s thighs for nearly long enough. A sharp knock at my bedroom door jerks me back from her, both of us panting.

      Fucking hell.

      It must be urgent. The text I sent late last night to Lev and the guard made it clear I was not to be disturbed unless the world was fucking ending.

      Once Bridget and I come up for air, I’ll have a lot of work to catch up on. I put everything on the back burner while I tried to win Bridget back. And I’d do it a million times over because nothing is as important to me as she is.

      It better be really fucking urgent.

      I crawl from beneath the covers and off Bridget, offering her an apologetic look while ensuring she’s covered with the duvet. Her flushed skin shows how close I had her before we were so rudely interrupted.

      Motherfucking shit.

      The world better be literally ending right now.

      I grab the sheet from the floor and wrap it around my waist. No need to answer the door in the nude. Though, that would make a statement to whoever dares intrude.

      They’d never do it again.

      I make my way across the spacious room and start to open the door. “This better be good. The palace better be on fire…”

      Shit.

      It isn’t Lev.

      Mother glares at me, an entire unit of the Royal Guard standing behind her.

      What in the hell is going on?

      She never comes to my suite.

      Ever.

      This must be very fucking bad.

      “Mother.” I bow my head while trying to hide my nakedness behind the door and block Bridget from the prying eyes of the queen, for all the good it does.

      Mother peeks around me to Bridget, who burrows under the blankets trying to hide.

      Can’t fucking blame her.

      Mother’s expression could destroy a conquering army on the spot.

      “Perhaps if you weren’t shirking your duties, you’d know that yes, the palace is on fire.” She raises a perfectly sculpted brow, daring me to refute what she says before she continues. “The protesters set off a bomb at the front gate. One of the guards on duty was killed.”

      Fuck.

      I take a few hours for myself, and my world doesn’t just turn to shit…it fucking implodes. It must have happened while Bridget and I were in the shower, earlier, otherwise, we would have heard the explosion even though the palace itself and my suite are far from the gates to which the public have access.

      A soldier lost his life.

      That sobering information dissipates any lingering notion of returning to Bridget and my bed.

      “Where is Father?”

      Mother looks over my shoulder to my bed, again, and I glance at Bridget who is likely praying for the Earth to open and swallow her whole. Yet, despite the seriousness of the situation, I can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips because my woman—my future, if I have any say in the matter—is lying in my bed.

      I won’t apologize or feel bad for being in love with her and doing things that lovers left alone do, but a wave of immense anger settles over me. Whoever ended the guard’s life will pay for it with their own.

      “He is waiting for you in his office. He called repeatedly to no avail, and since Lev is otherwise occupied, I came to retrieve you.”

      If they sent Lev to deal with the disturbance, it must be bad, but I have a feeling Mother came to see for herself what is happening between Bridget and me.

      Mother hasn’t exactly remained silent about pushing hard for a match with Abigail. She believes it to be the best for the future of the throne, and therefore, the future of Lovolia. I don’t care about Mother’s plans. I don’t care about hers and Father’s grand designs. I have plans of my own, ones I intended to devote my time and attention to once this mess settles down.

      I glare at her, letting her feel my displeasure at her tone and accusation that I’ve been shirking my duties. “Your Majesty, please wait for me in the living room. I shall be with you momentarily.”

      Anger flashes in her ice-cold blue eyes, her rage over my comment unmistakable, but she doesn’t argue, even though she has every right to because it is not my place to give her such an order —not as a son nor as a prince speaking with the queen.

      “Very well.” She grits out her displeasure through clenched teeth, then spins on her heel and stalks to the living room, the Royal Guard following dutifully.

      I shut the door and face Bridget, who is still under the covers. “Dammit.” I scrub a hand over my face, the situation rattling around my head. “I have to leave you again.”

      This liberation movement has become nothing but an excuse for violence, and it’s escalating at an alarming rate. Lev asked me whether I thought they would come for me or Mother and Father next, and that’s exactly what they have done. They hit the damn palace. The one place supposed to be sacrosanct. And now, one of the guards died protecting what ought to be inviolable.

      Our home is the ultimate symbol of the monarchy, which makes it the ultimate target. We should have seen this coming.

      And we must stop it.

      But it means neglecting Bridget again, after we’ve finally reached a good place.

      She smiles gently. “I understand. Take care of your country.”

      I groan and approach the bed. She slides from under the covers, exposing her body, an exquisite work of art. My cock stirs back to life instantly, but there isn’t any time to do what it wants.

      Instead, I tangle my fingers in her hair and slant my mouth against hers. This kiss is a promise of more to come, but for now, duty calls. I break our kiss and look deeply into her eyes, “I’ll be back. I’ll arrange for some food to be sent up to you. Any preferences? Our chef can make anything.”

      “Really? I’d love a cheeseburger and fries.”

      Despite the heavy mood brought on by the evening’s events, I chuckle at the typical American response. “I’ll have it prepared and delivered, so get dressed.”

      My fingers itch to smack her naked arse, but the burden of what I’m about to deal with extinguishes my desire. I release her from my hold and head to my dressing room. Leaving her now is the very last thing that I want to do, and as some form of protest or just plain selfishness, I refuse to shower before departing. I won’t wash off her scent.

      After slipping into my clothes with more haste than care, I return to Bridget who is also clothed and is adjusting her disheveled hair the best she can without a mirror right in front of her.

      “I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

      Her green eyes soften, and she approaches me to clutch the lapels of my suit. “Are you okay? What do you think is going to happen?”

      This entire situation must be of great concern to her, not only because of how it affects me, but also, now people are aware of our relationship, she has placed herself in the line of fire.

      “I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me, and I promise we’ll keep you safe.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m not worried about myself. I’m worried about how this is weighing on you and the damage it’s doing to your country and people.”

      “That damage might be irreparable, especially if the carnage continues.” I rub at my stubbled jaw. “Maybe Father is correct and we should dispatch the Royal Guard to assist the police. There aren’t enough boots on the ground to stop these things before they start, and we must do something.”

      Bridget worries her bottom lip, as though debating whether or not to speak whatever is on her mind.

      “What?” I take her face between my palms and tilt it up. “What are you thinking?”

      “It really isn’t my place to offer an opinion…”

      “It is your place because I’m asking.”

      She smiles tentatively. “Well, I don’t know that sending in the Royal Guard is a good idea.”

      “I’ve fought him on it for weeks, explained how easily it could backfire on us, but that was before innocent people died in the bank bombings, before they came to our doorstep.”

      Her brow furrows, and she nods her agreement. “I get that, but you don’t want to antagonize them further, do you? I know working in PR with celebrities and sports stars isn’t the same as running a country, but it seems like doing things more covertly might help maintain the relative peace more than shoving what could be viewed as heavy-handed militaristic action in their faces. That might just prove the case they’re so ineloquently trying to make.”

      She has a point, and it’s exactly how I’ve felt about the situation from day one.

      After a brief pause to gauge my reaction, she presses her hand over my heart. “You need to appeal to the LLM members as humans and Lovolians. Show them that the innocent citizens who were killed, including the guard tonight, were people. Show their loved ones, photos of those affected. Hit them on a personal level and appeal to their sense of conscience.”

      I release a heavy sigh and lower my forehead to hers. “You’re pretty freaking smart, you know that?”

      She chuckles quietly and presses her lips to mine tenderly. “So are you. You’ll figure it out. I know you will.”

      “The problem is, it’s not my decision to make. It’s Father’s, and after an attack on the palace, he will be incensed. It may blind him to reason.”

      “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

      Hope.

      I almost lost it yesterday, when I discovered Bridget had left without a word. I’m not sure I still have any, with respect to the LLM and their agenda.

      It can be dangerous.

      Once you hope things will work themselves out, it’s so much harder when the world comes crashing down on you anyway.

      And it seems everything around me is shattering into tiny pieces.

      Except Bridget.

      She’s still here, in my arms, in my life. I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure it stays that way—even if it means tracking down Lofton and resolving it with my own damn hands.
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      Each step closer to Father’s office adds one more twist to the knot in my chest.

      Is Mother correct? Am I shirking my duties?

      I don’t want to admit it—even to myself—but maybe, in some ways, I have been. Sometimes, the prospect of being the ruler of an entire nation is daunting.

      Father wears his crown with such poise and grace, and Mother is the consummate queen—polite, and beautiful, standing behind her husband but never overstepping the boundaries. I’m not sure I could have exercised the same restraint in the face of some of the situations we’ve encountered over the years.

      With the protests and the increasing turmoil initiated by the LLM, I surmise my beloved country is about to detonate. Knowing that and having absolutely zero ability to stop it, kills me.

      I have neither the power nor the authority, yet I’m expected to attend every meeting and be the dutiful prince. Father might ask me to voice my opinion, but at the end of the day, that’s all the influence that I have. Just a moment to bend his ear my way and trust I say the words which will persuade him to entertain my ideas.

      Tonight will be no exception.

      Things have gone from bad to worse, and the entire nation is looking to him—and me, despite having no sway—to solve the problem fast.

      How does Father handle this constant push and pull, the endless fluctuation between love and hate of the monarchy?

      This country was founded on the idea of freedom from the rule of a distant King. Of having our own royal family, our own leaders, of caring for our citizens from within the nation, not from without. And it has worked. For hundreds of years.

      Recently, it feels like a losing battle.

      Pausing outside Father’s office door, I prepare myself for what might be another.

      I smooth my hand down my tie, making sure it’s straight. One of the guards holds open the door for me and offers a bow. With a quick incline of my head in acknowledgement even though it isn’t needed, I step inside to what is already a heated discussion between Father and Charles. I know better than to interrupt when he’s discussing things with his advisors. The door shuts behind me, and no one bothers to look my way as I take a seat at the table, not even Mother who stands near the wall on the far side of the room.

      “We need to send in the Royal Guard. The last few weeks have been a disaster. Between the bombings at the banks and now here?” Father slams his palms on the table in a display of temper he would never usually allow in front of anyone except Mother or me. “We should have sent them out after the explosions at the banks. We cannot allow this movement to grab a foothold, or it will be only a matter of time before it garners a major following which will prove nigh on impossible to quash. Our lack of action has already cost five lives, and even one is too many.

      Father’s rage is warranted and mirrors my own.

      The guard who died at the front gates is the first casualty on the palace grounds since Lovolia fought for our independence from Great Britain. While his death was one more heinous act, now is the time to act smartly rather than swiftly.

      Will I be able to convince Father of that?

      I contemplate the best way to broach the subject when my cell phone chimes with a notification. The email from Mother’s office indicates she’s already set up a fund for the guard’s wife and small child he leaves behind. Nothing can compensate for the loss of his life, but I fire off my own email agreeing to match any donations. It is the very least that we can do for the family of the man whose life was sacrificed in service to the crown.

      Charles clears his throat, glancing around the room at the various other advisors as well as Captain Nichols and Manuel. “We don’t think sending in the Royal Guard conveys the best message to the radicals.”

      At least we agree on that.

      Father pounds his fist on the table, “I do not care about the radicals or their feelings. They took lives. There is penance to be paid to Lovolia.”

      “You should listen to your advisors, Your Majesty.” I look at Father. “The radicals are your subjects as well, are they not?”

      His gaze cuts from Charles to me.

      If looks could kill.

      Doubtless, he expects me to shut up, but now that his focus is on me and I have his ear, I refuse to waste it. One day, Lovolia will be mine to protect, but in the meantime, I need to fight for her and all of her citizens.

      “If you send in the Royal Guard, you validate the radicals’ argument that the crown is an antiquated monarchy, whose only interest is to preserve its stronghold. If you allow the police to continue to handle it, Bridget thinks that will guard the crown from any warmongering allegations and public relations issues. She suggests a statement in support of our citizens’ rights to voice their displeasure but stating, for the record, that losing lives to this cause is unacceptable. Then she proposes using a photo of the guard and his family to drive the point home. Emphasizing that our Royal Guard is more than foot soldiers to the crown. They are husbands, wives, daughters, and sons of Lovolia. She suggests that attempting to connect with the rebels on a personal level will encourage any future demonstrations to be more peaceful.”

      Across the room, Mother scoffs. Just mentioning Bridget sets her on edge now. Anger tightens my skin at her reaction. Bridget has done nothing to Mother—other than not be a royal or Abigail.

      That’s her problem, though, not mine.

      She hasn’t bothered to get to know Bridget. Not at all. She’s going to have to, because I have no intention of allowing Mother to drive Bridget back to America again.

      “The American believes she knows what’s best for our country?” Mother rolls her eyes. “Who does she think she is?”

      “It’s a good idea.”

      Bridget has worked with some high-profile clients. She’s smart and knows what she’s talking about when it comes to swaying public perception. This isn’t the time or the place to convince Mother of Bridget’s virtues; it would fall on deaf ears.

      Father ignores me and talks to his advisors, while Mother paces up and down in her agitation. As distressed as I am about her outburst regarding Bridget, there are things we need to take care of, and I can’t ignore them because I’m angry with her.

      I circle the room to where she is wearing a hole in the luxurious carpet, to ask her the question I’ve been dreading. “How are the guards handling the aftermath of the bombing and the fatality?”

      Mother puts her hand over her heart, and I have no doubt her response is genuine. She loves Lovolia as much as Father or I do—potentially even more. This country welcomed her with open arms when she married Father, and she became the face of Lovolia’s humanitarian pursuits.

      “They’re upset, understandably so. The guilty party must be punished for this treasonous crime, Fynix. I’m sorry, but your girlfriend just doesn’t understand our monarchy, our country, or our traditions”—she holds up a hand to stop my protest—“and I am only saying this because you will need a strong woman to help you rule. That woman will be the heart of Lovolia, their queen.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to control myself so I don’t say something in anger that I will regret. “You don’t know her, Mother. You haven’t even given her a chance. She could be exactly what Lovolia needs, a fresh outlook.”

      Mother’s face contorts with disgust. “What Lovolia needs? Fynix, you can’t possibly be entertaining the idea of marrying this woman. There are laws governing royal marriage. To wed a commoner is prohibited.”

      An argument sits on the tip of my tongue, a long tirade about what I’ve been attempting behind the scenes to get the law changed, but I bite it back in favor of civility, given the current circumstances.

      “Yes, I know there are laws in place.”

      And I plan to change them.

      Before Mother can respond, Father’s voice ends our conversation which is doomed to go nowhere.

      “We’re sending in the Royal Guard. These radicals must answer for the attack on the crown and the resulting murder. They want a war—I’ll bring it to them. They will regret ever trying to revolt.”

      Fuck.

      He’s doing everything he shouldn’t.

      I need to reason with him one last time. “This will only make things worse, Your Majesty. This will goad the radicals further and who knows what will happen next? Please, I beg you to reconsider.”

      His cheeks redden with anger, but his eyes reflect his exhaustion. Father looks like he hasn’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks.

      Even after living here and experiencing the day-to-day governance of the country, I cannot imagine how arduous being its ruler must be. The demands far exceed the rewards, but no one wants to believe that. Most assume being a monarch is a life of leisure, but it is the opposite. Every decision you make affects peoples’ lives.

      The guard’s death was the straw that broke the camel’s back for him. The attack on the palace constituted an act of war in his eyes.

      Please see through your haze of wrath and listen to reason, Father.

      But I won’t hold my breath. I have the worst fucking feeling that this will only escalate everything.

      I hope I’m wrong.

      “I have spoken. The Royal Guard will begin helping police the island and assist in the search for evidence against Lofton.”

      Father turns away from me and issues commands to various people in the room. Everyone hustles about as he instructs, retrieving their phones to make calls and arrangements. Manuel and Captain Nichols talk in the corner—now forced to formally work together when they have always worked parallel to each other in the past.

      Staying here won’t do any good. I exit the room without saying goodbye to anyone. It’s too painful to stay. I can’t watch my King—my father—make what I consider the most critical mistake of his entire reign.
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      “How about this one?” I glance over at Mira as I twirl in front of the mirror. “It’s pretty.”

      The poofy dark blue gown hugs my torso beautifully, but it isn’t the most comfortable. Ribbing in the bodice seems to hit me in the wrong places.

      Beautiful but not for me.

      “It’s lovely.” Mira smiles. “But take it from me, that boning will feel as though it’s stabbing you in the ribs after about two hours.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing. The search continues.”

      Thank God I was able to drag Mira dress shopping with me.

      The royal clothier’s shop is intimidating enough with her here. I can’t imagine how uncomfortable I would be alone. I have no clue what’s appropriate for a jubilee ball—or any ball, for that matter. The last time I put on any sort of formal dress was prom.

      And I don’t even want to think about how long ago that was.

      Mira’s invaluable wealth of royal knowledge from her time at the palace has saved me from making a fool of myself in front of the woman who dresses the entire royal family.

      The older woman, who has quickly become my one and only best friend in the palace, sure knows how to dress. With her impeccable fashion sense, you’d almost think she’s some kind of royalty.

      Even if she weren’t the only woman in the palace who doesn’t hate me, I’d still be drawn to her.

      Score one in the “win” column for Mira.

      Plus, the woman absolutely adores Fyn as if he were her own grandson. Seeing the love in her eyes when she talks about Fyn makes me appreciate her even more. She knows how much I care about him, and she’s bending over backward trying to help set me at ease with this drastic lifestyle change.

      Even a week after Fyn came to me at the airport, I haven’t been able to fully wrap my head around all of this with Fynix. He’s so much more than I expected.

      That night on the beach, I got a brief glimpse of it. But getting to know him and watch things grow between us has been amazing. Even if it means having to attend things like this ball.

      “How about this one?” Mira asks as she holds up a black lace floor-length gown with long sheer sleeves and sparkling beading.

      Wow.

      “That’s beautiful.” I move toward her and fan out the dress, admiring every last intricate detail.

      Given where we are, everything must be real and hand sewn.

      It must have taken forever to make this.

      Mira catches my hand. “I need to tell you something, dear. May I speak frankly?”

      The abrupt one-eighty in her mood and her seriousness make my stomach clench. Mira has only ever been gracious and kind to me in our previous encounters, so her somber tone is worrying.

      “Sure, Mira. You can tell me anything. What is it?”

      Though, I’m not sure I want to know.

      Biting at my bottom lip, I practically stop breathing as I wait for her to tell me what’s on her mind.

      “I have known the Yates family for a very long time, and I want you to understand that, while at present, you may not be seeing them in the best light, they are exemplary rulers and, more importantly, honorable people and good friends.”

      Props to Mira for trying to defend her employers, but Fyn’s parents haven’t given me any indication that they intend to ever welcome me or treat me as anything but the American hussy boning their son to climb the social ladder.

      “I’m sure they are, Mira…” To everyone but me. “But between us, Fynix’s mom scares the crap out of me.”

      We share a laugh that earns us a look of reproach from the seamstress working across the other side of the store.

      Mira nods and pats my hand. “Yes, the queen is often very serious and stern, but once you get to know her, the true her, she’s lovely. I only tell you this because I don’t want anyone running you off…again. You’re a breath of fresh air in that palace. They all need you. Whether they realize it or not. Now, go try on this dress. I think this is the one.”

      She gives me a wink and hands me the black dress. I head to the changing room to keep myself from crying all over Mira, her words replaying in my head. The woman means well trying to defend the king and queen. Her sweet nature belies the power she really holds. The way Fyn tells it, she basically runs the entire palace, and she has the ear of the queen as a trusted confidante.

      If she really believes Fyn’s mother is a good person with good intentions, then perhaps I’ve been misjudging her and her behavior. It’s definitely not been welcoming, but she has her reasons. Valid ones.

      I don’t even know how to pick a damn dress for a ball. How would I ever step up as a princess or a queen in the future?

      Likely while tripping on my train and falling flat on my face.

      I enter the dressing room and hang up the dress that Mira selected on one of the brass hooks on the wall.

      It really is stunning.

      The perfect mix of flashy and classy. Elegant in a way that screams I’m on the arm of the prince without being ostentatious.

      I unzip the side of the painfully beautiful dress I’m currently wearing and let it fall to my feet in a puddle before carefully stepping out of the heap of fabric. If I accidentally damaged it, there’s no way I could pay for it. Not only am I now jobless, but even when I was working, I probably didn’t make enough to pay for this in an entire year.

      Carefully, I pick it up and lay it on the buttery soft tan leather chaise in the changing room that’s almost the size of my bedroom back home—at the apartment I no longer have. Having Daphne pack up everything and move it out to storage until I can get it shipped back to me was one of the hardest decisions I’ve ever made, but after what happened at the airport with Fyn, there was no way I could go back to that place without regrets I couldn’t live with.

      Speaking of regrets…

      I need to get as much information as I can before the jubilee so I don’t utterly embarrass myself or Fyn at our first public event together. “So, Mira, what can I expect at this ball? Anyone I should avoid? Bad food to steer clear of?”

      Mira laughs, but it quickly tapers off, replaced by her serious tone again. “We laugh, but my dear, you must be careful what you say and to whom you say it. Avoid any political conversations because trust me, while you’re attending as Fynix’s special guest, to the crowd, you are their potential future queen. They will try to gain as much knowledge about you as they can. Good or bad. And the current climate is rocky. So, be aware of with whom you speak.”

      Well, shit.

      I was worried about all the people and eyes on me, judging me, but now I have to be careful about literally everything. Anything and everything I say, everything I do, will reflect upon Fynix and our relationship…and apparently, on the monarchy itself.

      No pressure.

      And Mira is right. Since tensions are high in Lovolia, and the royal family are all on edge, everyone will be waiting for something to happen. Plus, let’s be honest, the queen hates my guts.

      What can possibly go wrong?

      Besides everything.

      I take the dress Mira found for me off the hanger and hold the elegant material reverently in my hands.

      What have I gotten myself into?

      What if I do something wrong? What if I make the queen hate me even more?

      I laugh to myself since that isn’t even possible. If she wasn’t so concerned about alienating Fyn, she’d happily toss me right out of the palace—likely aggressively—onto my American ass.

      At least if I’m in this stunning dress, she won’t do that.

      Too expensive to throw onto the lawn.

      I slide into the dress, and the silky fabric delicately brushes my skin. So different from the last dress I tried on. I zip it and turn to look at myself in the mirror.

      A tiny gasp slips from my lips.

      This dress is even more amazing on.

      The sheer lace hugs my frame, giving me defined hips and offering hints of skin in all the right places while the delicate beads shimmer with every move all the way down to the train that falls around me on the floor.

      “Do you have it on?” The excitement in Mira’s question reaches me through the door. “How is it?”

      I open the door to show her, and her eyes land on me.

      She gasps and presses her hands over her lips. “There’s our princess.”
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      There are hundreds, potentially thousands of little girls out there who dream about this, about dressing up in some fancy ball gown, being twirled around the floor of a royal ball on the arm of the prince. And I was never one of them.

      I never really understood Cinderella or her desire for this life. What her stepmother and stepsisters did to her was truly awful, but a life like this seemed like it was more trouble than it was worth to her.

      Standing on Fyn’s arm while he chatters away with some foreign dignitary whose name I can’t even remember, I wish I could ride away in that pumpkin carriage she had, back to a place in time where things weren’t so conflicted.

      We weren’t even sure the ball should move forward at all. In the weeks since the king deployed the Royal Guard, things have only grown more tense. Arresting Lofton on terrorism charges for the attacks on the banks and palace only pushed the rhetoric of the LLM and made it more worrisome—and their protests only seem to be growing in numbers.

      The LLM has repeatedly asked for the evidence against Lofton and used the king’s refusal to turn it over as proof there is none, a way to push their agenda even further. Yet, here we are, celebrating twenty-five years of the man on the throne, smiling and chatting with other kings and queens, presidents, and high-ranking government officials I’ll never be able to name or remember.

      Fyn squeezes my arm and brushes his lips to my cheek. “You still with me?”

      I force a smile up at him. “Of course.”

      He gracefully steers me away from whoever he was talking to and stops a waiter carrying a tray of champagne to snatch two off it and hand me one. “I know these things can be quite dull. And I apologize for making you suffer through it. But fortunately, we only have balls this illustrious for major occasions like this. Not all the time.”

      I nod my understanding and take a sip of the bubbly liquid, hoping it might release some of the tension I’ve been carrying in my body all evening.

      No matter how much I try to relax and enjoy myself, take in the beautiful people in beautiful dresses and tuxes, all I can see is the undercurrent of concern on different faces. The forced smiles. The whispered conversations people have, eyeing Fyn and his parents from across the room.

      I’ve always enjoyed champagne, but tonight it churns in my stomach, almost like acid. Though that may have something to do with the way Abigail has been watching me with Fyn from across the ballroom all night.

      It’s bad enough to be going public with our relationship at a place so—well—public, but to have the woman the press spent the last year touting as Fyn’s betrothed, the one who believes she was supposed to marry him, here with her father, too, is a giant slap in the face. But I know Fyn had no control over it. King Reginald is a good friend to his Father and Mother, and they need his continued support, which they’ll have to work extra hard for now that Abigail is no longer a potential wife for Fyn.

      “Ignore her.”

      “Hmm?” I turn toward Fyn. “Who?”

      He narrows his blue eyes on me. “Abigail. You know she’s only here because of her father. If we didn’t need their friendship so badly, neither of them would have been invited.” He glances in their direction and sighs. “Father’s displeased with him right now, actually.”

      “Really? I thought they were allies.”

      Fyn swallows a sip of champagne and flashes a dazzling smile as someone passes. “Alistair, always good to see you.”

      The man bows. “Your Highness.”

      He continues on to another group of people, leaving me to get the dirt from Fyn.

      Leaning even closer, until his lips almost touch my ear, he scans the room around us to ensure no one is close. “King Reginald is lenient with his border control and has made his country a haven for pretty much anyone looking to escape from anything. It places a hefty strain on a relationship when one of those people was Lofton.”

      “He was sheltering him?”

      Fyn shakes his head. “Not sheltering, per se. We didn’t have any warrants on Lofton. He hadn’t done anything illegal that we could prove, at the time, but he spent an awful lot of time there. Likely because he knew if he did get caught, they wouldn’t extradite him here. We nabbed him boarding a flight there after the bombing here at the palace. ”

      “Wow. I can see how that might create some tension.”

      “Indeed, but I’m more worried about the tension rolling off you right now. Should we find an empty room and have a quick fuck to release some of it?”

      Heat rushes between my legs and up my neck across my cheeks. “Fyn!” I whip my head around to check if anyone heard him. “Stop it. I’m fine.”

      He raises a blond brow at me. “Really?”

      “You need to do your thing. And this is part of it. Don’t worry about me. I’m just arm candy.”

      His ocean blue eyes flash with concern, and he leans in and presses a kiss to my lips despite it being considered improper by everyone in this room. “You are sweet and delicious, but you are far more than just arm candy, Bridget. I worry that—”

      “Prince Fynix!” A heavyset man with a white beard approaches and dips a half-bow. “So nice to see you again, sir.”

      Fyn flips from playful pervert to prince in a split second. “And you, too, Charles. Is Cynthia with you tonight?”

      He shakes his head and pats his belly. “No, no, she wasn’t feeling up to it this evening…what with everything going on.”

      Though he tries to hide it, Fyn stiffens. “Sorry to hear that. Charles, have you met Bridget yet?”

      The portly man eyes me for a moment. “I have not had the pleasure.”

      “Bridget, this is Charles Hamilton Rivers, one of my father’s most trusted advisors, and a dear friend of our family.”

      I smile and nod, unlikely to remember any of this. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “And you, my dear.” He smiles and chuckles slightly. “You know, you’ve been causing quite a stir since all those videos and photos from the airport got out.”

      A different heat spreads up my neck and across my cheeks this time.

      I so don’t want to have this conversation, especially not here.

      Fyn raises an eyebrow at Charles. “How so?”

      Charles glances around to ensure no one’s close enough to overhear him. “It seems King Reginald is in a bit of a tizzy about the fact that you and Abigail are no longer together.”

      Fyn offers Charles a tight smile. “Abigail and I were nothing more than close friends. Her father was aware of the situation.”

      “Not how I hear it.”

      “Regardless”—Fyn tightens his grip on my waist—“Bridget will be here indefinitely.”

      The old man raises a bushy eyebrow. “Will she now? And what about that pesky law preventing you from marrying anyone not of royal blood?”

      Fyn smiles at me tentatively, conscious of how uncomfortable this entire discussion is making me. “I’m working on that part. Your support in adjusting the old law would go a long way.”

      Charles regards us for a moment, then smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Give me a call next week, and we’ll discuss it.”

      “I’ll do that.” Fyn inclines his head.

      Charles hastens away to begin a new conversation, not bothering to look back at us and clearly unconcerned with the favor Fyn is asking of him.

      Immediately, Fyn turns to me. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t take anything he said personally. Charles is a traditionalist. He is very much like my parents in what he believes is the future of the monarchy. I’m unlikely to ever get his support, but it’s a lot harder for someone to say no when you’re standing here with me and he can see us together, so I had to take a shot.”

      Should that statement insult me or be considered a compliment?

      Right now, it’s a little of both.

      An older woman in an elegantly flowing dark blue ball gown approaches and offers a bow. “Sir.”

      “Millie.” Fynix’s smile is genuinely welcoming. “How are you this evening?”

      She brushes off his question with a flit of her hand. A gesture I wouldn’t expect anyone to use with him or his parents. “Quite well, quite well. I was hoping I might be afforded a moment alone with you to discuss something in confidence.”

      Fyn raises an eyebrow at her and glances at me. “Have you met my girlfriend, Bridget?”

      Millie offers me a kind smile. “Hello, dear. Lovely to meet you.”

      “You as well.”

      “Can it wait, Millie? This isn’t a good time. I’m about to give my speech.”

      “Oh, this will take naught but a moment, but it’s best discussed quietly.”

      Fyn stiffens again as though her words are some sort of omen. “Of course. Bridget, if you’ll excuse me for a moment.”

      “Of course.”

      He lifts my hand and grazes a kiss to my knuckles. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t abandon me for long, please.”

      A playful grin tilts his lips. “I would never do that.”

      I return his smile—both of us knowing that our time together will always be full of him having to rush off to take care of something and leaving me on my own.

      He follows Millie away from me, and I release a heavy sigh, making my way toward one of the open sets of double doors that lead out to a balcony overlooking the gardens.

      Fresh air helps calm my nerves.

      This constant noise and chatter, all these important people discussing important things, and I have no business being a part of it. No matter what Fyn says, I’m just arm candy at the side of an important man.

      I may never fit in here, into this world, but at least no one has outright said that to me.

      Yet.
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      Millie leads me toward a more secluded corner of the ballroom. I turn to check on Bridget, but she’s no longer where I left her. I can’t blame her for ditching the main room as quickly as possible. This entire thing is probably boring and uncomfortable for her. It’s awkward enough for me and I grew up in it.

      I hate having to leave her even for a few moments, but whatever Millie has to say must be urgent or she wouldn’t have begged a private audience. There are many people tonight I would do anything to avoid speaking with, but Millie seems intent on telling me something of great import.

      She turns her back to the corner to keep an eye on the room and scans it. “I thought you should know there have been a few rumblings.”

      “About what?”

      If this is another warning about going public with Bridget, so help me God, I’m going to fucking lose it.

      She sighs and, finally, meets my gaze. The derision I expect to see there is absent. Whatever this is about, she’s genuinely concerned and not only being judgmental. “Everything.”

      Millie may only be the wife of one of Father’s advisors, but she’s also at the center of the buzzing social circle and gossip around Lovolia—which is why her information is often more important than anything the men say. She’s provided me valuable intelligence over the years, told me things that have allowed us to resolve things amicably and quietly behind the scenes rather than through public avenues that would not have been so friendly.

      If she has something to offer tonight that might shed light on anything happening in Lovolia, I’m certainly all ears.

      “The news of the bombing at the palace spread like wildfire, and the populace are concerned the king and queen have lost control. It’s been weeks and your parents simply made a blanket statement about putting the Royal Guard on the streets, then did it without explanation or any attempt to ensure the people of their safety long term. It’s scaring people, and the arrest of Lofton has only made for more unease on the streets.”

      If they only fucking knew how much I feel the same way about them losing control. If they only comprehended the realities we face.

      “I can assure you, Millie, we are monitoring the situation and the participants closely and intend to prevent any further violence from occurring. That’s the only reason the guard has been deployed.”

      “That’s all well and good to say, Your Highness, but people are afraid to go to the bank, to the grocery store. They aren’t used to this type of turmoil, and they feel as though your parents are saying a lot, but not putting those words into actions other than sending the military onto the streets, which terrifies them.”

      Exactly what I feared would happen.

      “We’re doing everything we can, but you, of all people, know we can’t just seize anyone who speaks out against us and string them up in the center of the city. We have to do this properly, or we risk further violence and protests.”

      She nods slowly. “Most definitely, sir. But what about Lofton? Why hasn’t the crown released the evidence against him on the terrorism charges?”

      I shift on my feet, scanning the room as casually as I can before facing Millie again. “I can’t discuss the specifics, but we have enough to hold him. That’s all that matters.”

      No one needs to know how tenuous it is. Dates he flew back and forth. Rumors and hearsay. It might not hold up in court in the end, but for now, having him locked up gives Father a sense of accomplishment.

      Millie shakes her head, sighing. “I wish I didn’t have to tell you this, but I want you to be aware even your father’s dearest and most trusted confidants may be questioning his competence.”

      What the hell?

      That gets my attention. “Who?”

      She shakes her head. “I cannot say, but remind your father to keep things close to his chest because he doesn’t know who might be whispering in someone else’s ear.”

      Her words send cold dread through my veins.

      The anarchy has already reached our palace, and now, she’s insinuating that someone within our own walls, someone with access to Father may not be playing on the same team anymore.

      I need to talk to Lev.

      “Excuse me.” I step away from Millie and into the fray before she can stop me, scanning for the beautiful woman who has changed my world, and my most trusted friend and confidant. I need them at my side for whatever might come next.

      Lev’s eyes meet mine from where he stands next to Manuel, not far from Father and Mother who are chatting and laughing with Abigail and King Reginald. But there is no sign of Bridget.

      I’ll have to look for her once I’ve spoken to Lev. This can’t wait.

      I tip my head to the side, indicating he should follow me, and make my way to one of the quieter corridors. When we get far enough away from the party, I stop and turn to him.

      His hard, dark eyes assess me, waiting for me to explain my abrupt behavior.

      “Millie Fraser just alluded to the fact that one of Father’s advisors may not be on our side when it comes to the liberation movement.”

      Lev’s jaw hardens. “She didn’t say who?”

      I shake my head. “No. But she made it sound as though it was someone close.”

      “Manuel?”

      Even considering it makes me clench my fists at my sides, but I can only offer a shrug. “Potentially. He’s been with the family, with Father, almost as long as you and I have been alive.”

      “That doesn’t mean feelings can’t change. Perhaps he’s tired of working for the same man, in the same job, and sees the movement as a way out of it. A way to step up.”

      “It’s possible, but it could be anyone.”

      “Captain Nichols? Charles? Andre? Cornelia? Really any of your father’s advisors. What do you want to do? Warn your father?”

      “We need to tell him to close ranks, and to be mindful of whom he speaks with openly. Even if he trusted them to date, he may not be able to do so anymore. And you need to keep an eye on everyone, as much as possible. We can’t risk any of Father’s private decisions or personal ruminations becoming public.”

      Lev nods. “Agreed.”

      “And we don’t mention this to anyone else except him. Not even my mother.” Not that I don’t trust her, but if she gets melodramatic about it, she could let it slip that we know something is wrong with someone close to the throne. “Jesus, what a clusterfuck.”

      I rub the back of my neck, and Lev glances up and down the hall.

      “How’s Bridget handling this evening?”

      I snort. “About as well as can be expected, I suppose.”

      “She looks like a little girl lost at sea.”

      “I know. And I feel awful forcing her to do this. But if we have any chance of a future together, this is going to be part of it. And she’s has to adapt.”

      “Do you think she will? That she can, that anyone can get used to this who isn’t born into it? Isn’t that one of the reasons for the law in the first place?”

      “Jeez, Lev.” I break out a laugh. “Now you sound like Mother.”

      He holds up his hands, placatingly. “Just playing devil’s advocate.”

      “No need. I have plenty of those in my life already. Just keep your eyes and ears open.”

      I march away from him and back to the party to find Bridget. There’s no way this night could possibly get any worse.
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      I was right about the fresh air doing me some good. The light breeze blowing off the water offers a crisp bite of salty sea to the air. I inhale deeply as I lean forward to rest my hands against the front of the balcony and stare out over the gardens.

      Beautifully manicured winding paths spread out as far as the eye can see in the darkness. Immaculately maintained and shaped trees, bushes, and shrubs line each, and at the center of it all, the maze Fyn loves so much. And just barely visible, the gazebo at the center.

      The twinkling fairy lights in the wisteria trees issue a soft glow. Very few people know what’s hiding there, and I count myself lucky to be one of them. That spot will always hold a special place for me and Fyn, where we finally came together again and started to find each other.

      It will always be one of our places, just like the beach, and staring out at it, I understand I can’t let tonight faze me. This is going to be difficult—or, as I told him that day, royally complicated—but I’m determined not to let judgmental people or the whispers and looks get to me.

      I just needed a little break. As soon as it’s over, I’ll paste a smile back on my face and head in there to be at Fyn’s side. But not quite yet. Not when I’m enjoying the view and the fresh air so much.

      “Hiding already?”

      The high-pitched shrill voice makes my spine stiffen, and I glance over my shoulder, even though I don’t need to in order to know who it came from.

      Abigail stands just outside on the balcony in her Cinderella-esque soft blue gown, her hair perfectly coiffed, but the sneer on her lips makes it easy to overlook how beautiful she is. It would tell anyone who actually looked all they need to know about her.

      “Just getting a breath of fresh air.” I turn back to stare at the gardens. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

      Catch the drift and leave.

      The rustle of her gown approaching tells me otherwise.

      I tighten my hands around the edge of the balcony until my knuckles whiten.

      “How dare you?”

      Her incredulous tone makes me fight back a grin.

      “Want to be a little bit more specific? I’ve been getting asked that question a lot.”

      She issues a little strangled noise in her throat. “How dare you come here on Fyn’s arm as though you belong.”

      I slowly turn my head toward her. “I may not have grown up in a palace, but I do belong on Fyn’s arm…because that’s where he wants me.”

      “I don’t know what sort of spell you’ve cast over him. What trumped-up American voodoo you’ve used on him, but I guarantee, whatever this is with you and Fynix will not last.”

      I finally turn to fully face her, arms propped on my hips. “I seem to recall you telling me this once before, that Fyn was just…what was it?” I raise an eyebrow and tap the side of my mouth. “Simply sowing his wild oats, was it?” I grin at her. “Well, I have definitely enjoyed his sowing, and I’m still here.” I spread my arms out. “Still on his arm, still in his bed, and still the one he wants to be with. So, I think you just need to accept the fact that it’s over, Abigail. He was only with you to appease his parents. Nothing more.”

      “First, it’s Your Highness, not Abigail, to you. Second, was he just appeasing his parents when he made love to me?”

      I freeze as bile climbs up the back of my throat. “Wh-what?”

      “You think Fynix and I never had sex during the entire year we were together before you reappeared?” She scoffs and tsks, clicking her tongue before giving me an evil smile. “My…aren’t you naïve?”

      “No.” I shake my head and swallow thickly. “Fyn would have told me. He assured me nothing happened between the two of you.”

      “I’m sure he did. I’m sure he said whatever he thought necessary to prevent you from leaving. But at some point, you are going to have to accept the truth—that the man is using you and is lying to you. That when the time comes, you will never be able to convince his parents to change the marriage law, and I’ll be the one standing at the altar with him in an elegant white dress and lace veil. I’ll bear his children and live in this castle.” She spreads out her arms. “And one day, I shall be queen while you return to your American hovel to eat your greasy burgers and fries and watch shitty television.”

      “You bitch!” My hand lashes out before I can stop it and my palm strikes her squarely across the cheek.

      She jerks back with a gasp, eyes wide, rubbing her hand across her red skin. “How dare you? I could have you arrested for that!”

      “But you won’t.” Fyn’s voice cuts through the tension between me and this vile woman.

      We both whirl toward him where he stands only a few feet away from me. I don’t know how much of that he heard, but he certainly saw the end of it.

      I open my mouth to apologize, but the only thing that comes out is a strangled little pathetic noise.

      What did I just do.

      I race past him toward the ballroom, and he reaches out to grab my arm as I pass, but I shake it off and almost make it all the way inside before Lev’s wide frame blocks my path.

      His hard gaze narrows on me. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, I-I think I just messed up everything.”

      He glances behind me toward where Fyn still stands with Abigail. “Let him take care of it. Everything will be okay.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      An almost smile plays on his lips. “Between you and me, the bitch deserved it.”

      I’d love to laugh at his comment and tell him I agree, but my chest keeps tightening, and if I don’t get out the palace soon, I’m going to pass out in front of all these people. “I need to get out of here.”

      “Where are you going? Don’t run again…”

      “I’m not…I…to the gazebo.”

      I just need to get away from here before the shit truly hits the fan and the Royal Guard comes looking for me. If I’m getting arrested, at least it can happen in the most private place on the property to limit the embarrassment to the royal family.

      Who am I kidding? I slapped a PRINCESS!

      There isn’t any limiting this. There isn’t any excuse or defense.

      It’s assault. Plain and simple. The kind of hot-headed thing one of my clients would do and I’d have to dig them out of the hole.

      But this one is too deep with walls too steep.

      I shift past Lev and hustle through the ballroom, fighting back the tears.

      I just slapped a princess, a member of a royal family from another country, during a jubilee ball for my potential father-in-law.

      My heart thunders against my ribcage so hard it might shatter as I race out the other side of the ballroom and down the hallway toward the grand staircase that will take me to the lower floor and out toward the garden.

      This could be catastrophic for Fyn and his parents. Just another in a long line of mistakes I’ve made, and certainly not the last. I’m sure to make more in the future.

      But this one can’t come at a worse time for this country or this family.

      What the hell was I thinking?
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      I glance over my shoulder to ensure Lev is taking care of Bridget before I return to face Abigail, my hands fisted at my sides, my rage barely contained. One thing I’ve always prided myself on was my ability to remain calm, to examine a situation and assess it carefully before acting. But when it comes to what just happened between Bridget and Abigail, there is no rationality.

      By the time I arrived, the two were already involved in a heated conversation. I only caught what must have been at the tail end of it, but it was enough for me to wish Abigail were a man so I could smack her myself.

      I grit my jaw, focusing all my ire at the woman Mother so badly wants me to marry. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      Her blue eyes widen, hand still pressed against her cheek. “Excuse me? That bitch just slapped me and you’re talking to me like this?”

      I take a step toward her, spitting my words through clenched teeth. “I heard what you said to her, Abigail.”

      She flinches, then swallows thickly, shaking her head and rubbing at her cheek, doing her best to appear innocent though she’s anything but. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      Stepping closer, I convey my anger through my glare. “Don’t try to play Princess Innocent with me. I heard what you said to her about me, about my parents, about her being American. And you’ve crossed a line this time. You deserved that slap. And more.”

      Her mouth falls open, but before she can protest, I tower over her minuscule frame.

      I don’t usually like to use my size to intimidate people, especially not women, but things have gone too far. She’s been allowed free rein and everyone has accepted her appalling behavior because of who she is for long enough. It’s time someone damn well put a stop to it.

      “I put up with your bullshit for a year. Smiled even though I was dead inside, with you on my arm because my parents needed it, because Lovolia needed it, because we needed your father’s support. At this point, I don’t give a toss about you or your father anymore. I want you to get out.”

      She has the gall to look confused and shocked by my demand. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me—get out of my palace. And do not ever darken our doorstep again.”

      “You can’t-you can’t do that. This isn’t your palace. It’s your parents’. When I tell them what happened—”

      “But you won’t, because if you tell them what happened, then I’m going to tell all the press gathered here what you just said to my girlfriend in a fit of jealousy.” I glance down at her dress, designed to mimic that of a certain fairytale princess—pale blue and fluffy. Sweet. Beautiful. Not at all like the woman wearing it. “You know, ma’am, a beautiful dress can’t hide the ugliness inside. I was never fooled by your sweet demeanor when we were in public. It was all an act. All you cared about was getting me to the altar. And that is never going to happen.”

      She finally lowers her hand, and it shakes beside her, clenching and unclenching. “You have no idea of the mistake you’re making.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “It’s you who made the mistake in underestimating my love for the woman you just insulted.”

      “Love?” She gapes at me. “How can you love her?”

      Fucking easily.

      “She’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a woman and could never find here.”

      It’s the ultimate insult to her, and I let it hang in the air between us, let her stew in it for a moment before I turn back to Lev.

      “Lev…” I motion him forward, and he steps up beside me. “Have Abigail escorted out. Tell her father she isn’t feeling well and that you arranged for her car to be brought around to take her home.”

      Lev glares at Abigail for a moment. “I will, sir.”

      Ensuring Abigail can’t hear, I ask, keeping my eyes on her. “Where did Bridget go?”

      “She said she would meet you at the gazebo.”

      I incline my head. “Then, that’s where I’ll be.”

      He nods, and I am about to leave when Abigail lunges forward to grab my arm.

      She clings to me frantically, her eyes wild and full of tears. “Fynix, don’t do this, please. You and I were meant to be together. We’re perfect for each other.”

      I sneer at her and lean in until I’m close enough to kiss her if I wanted to.

      God knows I don’t and never would.

      “The only thing you were ever perfect for was a picture my parents wanted to present. Now…get out of my house.”

      I shove her off me and race from the patio in search of Bridget.

      Despite the stress of the attack on the palace a few days ago, things have been wonderful between us. I felt as though we had reached a good, solid place, and now, this.

      Why can’t everyone just let us be happy?

      The answer stares me in the face as I make my way across the ballroom, through throngs of socialites, dignitaries, and “friends” of the crown.

      Mother catches my eye and arches a brow at me, but I’m not going to stop to satisfy her interest in whatever she may have just seen.

      I move past her and anyone else who tries to stop me and out from the ballroom to the main hall. Guards standing near the grand staircase bow as I approach, but I don’t even acknowledge them, intent on my mission.

      It still isn’t fast enough.

      As soon as I hit the bottom step, I barrel down the rear corridor as fast as I can in my damn dress shoes and throw open the back door.

      The guard jerks to attention. “Sir?”

      “Did you see Bridget?”

      He nods and points. “She went down that side of the gardens, towards the maze.”

      “Good. That’s where I’ll be if anyone’s looking for me, but don’t interrupt us unless it’s vital, do you understand?”

      “Understood, sir.”

      I dash past him and along the manicured path, blood rushing in my ears.

      None of this is fair to her. She shouldn’t have to deal with jealous bitches like Abigail, or Mother and Father’s judgmental nature. But she’s strong, and we can get through this.

      I know we can.

      The light provided by the full moon overhead and the lamps spaced evenly along the path gives the night an almost ethereal glow, casting long shadows from the high bushes at my sides.

      She finally comes into view, standing just outside the entrance to the maze, staring up at the night sky where the stars twinkle like a million tiny lights.

      “Bridget…”

      Her body stiffens slightly, then relaxes as she turns toward me, her eyes puffy and red, tears shimmering on her cheeks. “Fyn, I’m sorry. I—”

      Something hard slams into the side of my skull, and an arm hooks around my waist as something is pulled over my head, blacking out my vision before I slip into darkness.
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      The hulking forms slip out of the shadows and are on Fyn so fast, I barely have time to process what’s happening before they have some sort of black hood over his head and are dragging him away from the gardens and palace.

      “Fyn!” I scream and rush toward him as fast as I can in my heels, but I am no match for what look like well-trained men on a mission. “No!”

      They toss him into a dark van parked against the bushes and tear away, the squeal of the tires stopping my breath instantly.

      No! They can’t get him off the property.

      I scream again, as loud as I can, anything to try to gain someone’s attention on my way toward the back door, the closest place a guard would be posted. “Guard! Guard!” I skid to a stop in front of him, trying to catch my breath. “Someone just kidnapped Fyn.”

      The guard who saw me exit the palace only moments ago turns toward me, his eyes wide. “Miss, what’s going on?”

      “Three men just grabbed Fyn and threw him into the back of a van.”

      My words finally seem to register, and the guard whips toward where I just came from. “What? Where?”

      I point the direction.

      “How long ago?”

      “Just now.”

      He races around the corner, pressing his finger to his ear. “Fuck, my radio is out.”

      The back door opens, and Lev steps out, completely unaware of the emergency he’s walking into. I practically throw myself at him and cling to his arm tightly.

      “Lev! You have to go! They just took Fynix.”

      His hard eyes narrow on me as he scans around us. “What? Who?”

      “I-I don’t know. Three men in masks. They grabbed him in the garden near the maze and put him into a dark van…I sent the guard after them.”

      Lev presses his hand to his ear as he rushes in the direction the other guard just went. “Fucking hell, my radio isn’t working!”

      “The other guard said the same thing.”

      He curses and grabs his cellphone from his pocket, punching at it as he runs. Bringing it to his ear, he scans the grounds—at least the small portion we can see from here. “Radios are down. Likely jammed. The prince was kidnapped near the maze. Lock down the entire grounds. No one in or out. We can’t let them get through the gate.”

      I try to keep up, but Lev is way too fast and far too focused. I’m not important right now—Fynix is. When I finally catch up with him, he’s standing where the van had been parked, examining the displaced gravel, phone still to his ear.

      He examines the surroundings. “We’ll stop them at the gate. I need to know how that van got on the property. Pull all the security videos—”

      The guard from the back door comes racing back up the drive. “Sir, you’re not going to stop them at the gate.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they didn’t go that way.”

      “What?”

      “They headed toward the southwest corner of the property.”

      Lev and I exchange a look, and a sob slips from my lips.

      “The private entrance…” The one Fyn and I used when we took his car and went to Elysium.

      His fist clenches around his phone. “How the fuck did these guys know about the private entrance? Who is manning it now?”

      The guard shakes his head. “I’m not sure. Antonio was there when the party started. I don’t know if his shift changed.”

      Lev rushes down the drive and dials someone else on his phone. “Antonio? The prince was abducted. They’re headed your way in a dark van. Do whatever you have to just stop them, but remember, the prince is in the vehicle. We can’t risk him being injured.”

      “Oh, my God. Are they going to shoot it?”

      He glances at me. “They can’t with him in the van. But that gate is secure enough to stop a lot of force, and they can put out road spikes—”

      A massive explosion rips apart the night from across the property to the southwest. We all jerk to a stop and turn our heads toward the sound. Smoke and flames billow into the air, coming from the private gate.

      “Antonio, come in. What’s happening down there? Antonio, come in. What’s happening?”

      A group of guards rushes out of the palace and joins us. One approaches Lev with a distressed crease in his brow. “He’s not responding, sir. It appears there’s been an explosion at the rear gate. No sign of the van.”

      “Fuck. They blew the gate.” Lev shoves a hand through his hair and turns back to the palace. “We’re never going to catch up to them now, but one of the cameras must have caught something to identify the vehicle or occupants. Call Captain Nichols and tell him to pull every CCTV camera for the surrounding area and try to follow the van.”

      “Yes, sir.” The man makes the call as we all run toward the palace.

      Is this really happening?

      It feels like some sort of horrific nightmare I just want to wake up from, but the very real pounding of our feet down a hallway I’m not familiar with forces me to accept that this is reality.

      “Where are we going?”

      Lev glances over his shoulder at me. “The security office. You’re going to tell Manuel everything you just told me. Try to remember any detail you can. It could mean life or death for Fyn.”

      Oh, God…

      He stops abruptly at a closed set of double doors and swipes an ID badge from his back pocket to unlock it, then shoves it open. Manuel stands hunched over a bank of computers looking at the screens intently. The head of the Royal Guard glances over his shoulder at us.

      Lev steps up beside him. “What do you have?”

      Manuel shakes his head. “It isn’t good. The van came in with a group of vendors bringing provisions for the ball. The plate is partially obscured by what looks like dirt, although I’ll wager it was intentional. And I’m sure the vehicle was stolen anyway.”

      Scanning the screens, Lev rubs his tattooed nape. “No lettering on the side of the van?”

      “None, but they had to get approved to come through the gate. I’m already running the list of every single vendor to see what pops up.” Manuel turns his attention to me. “What did you see?”

      Images flash in my head. Bits and pieces.

      The fight with Abigail.

      The look Charles gave me.

      The way my heart felt when I heard Fyn call out my name in the gardens.

      The men grabbing him…

      I try to get them to congeal into one memory—the only important one.

      “Fynix was maybe a hundred yards from me in the gardens. Three men came out of the shadows, dressed all in black, with masks covering their faces. Only their eyes were visible. One struck him on the head with something, and another grabbed Fyn from behind while they slid something…maybe a bag or mask…over his head.” I swallow thickly, fighting back the sob. “He didn’t even fight them or kick. I think whatever they hit him with…oh, God…I think they knocked him unconscious. Then they dragged him into a van that was parked against the bushes near the side of the palace.”

      Lev and Manuel exchange a look.

      Manuel turns back to the screen and begins scrolling through them. “Did they say anything?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Any identifying characteristics? How tall were they? What did they weigh?”

      “I-I don’t fucking know. It was dark, and I was already upset and crying. My vision was blurred. I can’t-I can’t. Oh, God. Oh, God. What if they hurt him? What if they—”

      Lev grabs my arm before I collapse to the floor and assists me over to sit in a chair next to where Manuel stands. “We’re going to find him.” He turns to Manuel. “You have the ball locked down upstairs?”

      “Yes, but we haven’t told them what’s happening yet. Just that no one can leave because of a security issue.”

      “Have you alerted the king and queen?”

      Manuel nods. “I told Their Majesties there was an issue I was investigating, but that I didn’t know the details yet. They’ve been escorted to the private residence.”

      Lev swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing under the ink there. “I’ll talk to them.”

      Rising to his full height, Manuel shakes his head. “It’s my job.”

      “No.” Lev grits his teeth, clenching his hands at his sides. “It was my job to protect him, and I didn’t do it. I should be the one who tells them.”

      I swipe at the tears flowing down my cheeks. “It wasn’t your fault. It’s mine. I shouldn’t have hit Abigail or run out to the gardens when security has been such an issue.”

      Manuel raises an eyebrow. “You struck Princess Abigail?”

      I open and close my mouth, unsure whether I should say anything else, but Lev simply waves it off.

      “It’s irrelevant at this point. We need to worry about Fyn.”

      Manuel nods. “I’ve already locked down the airport and every port on the island. There’s no way they’re getting off it.”

      If they do, we would never find him.

      No one says it, but it’s implied all the same.

      Lev scans the screens carefully, some rolling video, some frozen screenshots of various parts of the night. “I want to question every guard who was on duty when the van came through and pull all security footage from when anyone started to arrive, regardless of whether they are tradespeople or guests, until now. There has to be something.”

      I ask the inevitable question. “And if there isn’t?”

      He looks at me, his eyes hard and cold, the real fear there matching my own. “There must be. There isn’t any other option.”
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      Pain stabs at my temple. I cough and draw in an unsteady breath, but that only pulls some sort of fabric into my mouth, making me cough even more. No matter what I do, I can’t seem to get enough oxygen into my lungs. They strain and burn, the cough coming again.

      What the hell happened?

      I open my eyes and am greeted with a darkness as bad as the one from which I just woke. A somewhat muffled voice makes me shake my head to clear the fog, but all that does is send another bolt of agony between my eyes.

      The sound of the road beneath us and the sudden jolt of us hitting a pothole jerks me back to the present.

      A memory rushes back just a quickly.

      The maze…

      Bridget…

      Someone grabbing me…

      I try to move my arms and legs but they are tied, the bonds digging into my skin, making me wince at the movement. With my hands stuck behind my back, there isn’t any way I’m getting out of these bindings.

      “He’s awake.” The voice comes directly from my right, followed by a sharp blow to my ribcage that makes all the air I managed to get in rush right out of my lungs. “Don’t try anything stupid, Your Highness. There’s no reason for us not to make your journey incredibly uncomfortable.”

      “Wh-who are you?” I turn my head toward the voice. “Where are you taking me?”

      Deep, rumbling laughter fills the vehicle.

      At least three distinct voices. Though, none seem familiar. Definitely not Lofton. I would recognize his anywhere.

      “I’m sure His Highness is used to getting his way in everything. People doing what he tells them to without question.” Someone shifts beside me, and another jolt in the road bounces me on the hard seat. “Well, I hate to break it to, Your Highness. But we’re not in the fucking palace anymore, and you aren’t the one in control.”

      I swallow against a dry throat and try to blow the fabric away from my mouth. “What do you…what do you want?”

      “What do we want? What everyone wants—freedom. Something your fucking family won’t give us.” Another crack lands on my temple, knocking me sideways, slamming my shoulder against the metal side of what must be a van. “But that will change.”

      Agony radiates through my side and head, but I clench my teeth and try to breathe through it. “Do you really think you’ll get away with this? Do you know the punishment for kidnapping a member of the royal family?”

      This is treason against the crown—pure and simple.

      They’ll face the firing squad or death by sea.

      That’s an old one, and it hasn’t been used in over a hundred years. The crown surmised it was perhaps a bit too harsh to have someone’s hands and legs tied and then drop them to the bottom of the ocean. Brutal, but eloquent in a way, the custom comes from the time we fought off the British to win our independence. For these fuckers, I’d be happy to suggest it be resurrected.

      A strong hand grips the top of my bicep and jerks me off the wall. “You better get comfortable, Prince Charming, because you’re going to be with us until our demands are met.”

      “And what are those?”

      “We have plenty of time to discuss that when we reach our destination.”

      “Which is?”

      Another bout of laughter resounds around the vehicle—bitter and full of disdain.

      “You’re persistent. I’ll give you that, but persistence isn’t going to be what keeps you alive. Being a smartass won’t help, either.”

      I grit my teeth and try not to lash out verbally until I have an idea of where they’re taking me or what they expect to accomplish. All the things I was taught about protecting myself, what to do in the event of an abduction, come rushing back.

      Remain calm.

      Listen.

      Watch.

      Learn as much as possible.

      Don’t piss off your kidnappers.

      Buy time.

      That last one is most essential right now. Bridget saw them abduct me.

      She must be losing her mind by now.

      But she would have alerted the guards, and Lev and Manuel will burn down the fucking island to find me. Until they do, I need to bide my time and allow these fuckwits to think they can get away with this and achieve their goal—whatever it is.

      For now, at least, that means staying still and silent, listening for anything which might indicate where they’re taking me. I have no idea how long I was unconscious, so we could be almost anywhere on the island by now. The consistent vibrations from the road suggest we’re on pavement, but my captors offer me nothing else by way of clues, only muttering a few words here and there which mean nothing without context.

      The fog enveloping my head comes and goes in waves, likely the result of the blow to my head in the gardens. I struggle to stay conscious until, finally, we slow and turn left onto gravel.

      Wherever they’re taking me, it’s off the beaten track—somewhere secluded.

      If I didn’t know how good Manuel and Lev are at their jobs, I’d be alarmed. Thankfully, Manuel is far more than just Father’s bodyguard and head of the Royal Guard; he’s a man familiar with difficult situations and how to prevail. Between him and Lev, their training could put them in any of the top operational military units if they so chose.

      They’ll find me.

      Knowing them, every resource available has already been diverted to locating this van. Every bump and bounce against the uneven surface of the road makes my head throb, and I huff a sigh of relief when we come to a stop and the engine is switched off.

      The man sitting next to me reaches down and cuts the bindings at my feet, then grips my arm and jerks me up. I stumble unsteadily against the side of the vehicle. My head swims, the disorientation even worse now that I’m upright.

      Those were not light taps. It wasn’t a full-blown assault, but it was enough to rock me and make me wish Lev and I were still sparring regularly. If we had been, a blow like that might not have affected me so badly. As it stands, I’m at a major disadvantage.

      Unsteady.

      Hands bound.

      Blind.

      Outnumbered.

      The man shoves me, and I fly through the air to land hard on gravel. Even through the fabric covering my head and my dress shirt, the jagged edges of the stone chips dig into my chest and the side of my face.

      The fucker just threw me out of the damn van.

      “Oops. Did you miss the step there, Prince Fynix? My apologies, sir.”

      Another round of chuckles ripples through the men, and one of them grabs the back of my jacket and hoists me upright. Holding my bound hands, he propels me forward and I try not to stumble, but my unsteady feet don’t seem to want to hold me up. Staggering, another tug at my hands keeps me upright.

      The sound of a door opening in front of us makes me pause.

      Where the hell are we?

      I want to ask again but all that would get me is more pain, so I swallow the question and try to focus my remaining senses to gather any information that might be useful.

      These men are in Lofton’s employ, or at the very least, are supportive members of his movement. It’s the only explanation that makes sense. Lovolia doesn’t have enemies. At least, we didn’t until the LLM made themselves one. I knew the man at the center of it was willing to go to great lengths, but even I’m surprised by this. Kidnapping me is equivalent to declaring war. Even a jail cell didn’t stop this. Perhaps nothing could have.

      The man with a grip on my hands leads me up a half step, and the atmosphere shifts. Cooler air and the sharp scent of metals and machine grease hits me.

      Somewhere industrial.

      A workshop perhaps.

      If I have any hope of surviving this, I need to watch my words and listen to everything they say, otherwise, I’ll never see Bridget or Mother and Father again. Given what the movement has already done, they won’t think twice about killing me if they can’t get what they want.

      It will be the ultimate statement against the monarchy—a bullet to my head.
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      Something slamming in the other room jars me awake. Murmuring voices reach me, and I blink against the darkness, my constant companion during the last three days, trying to force my eyes to adjust even though the view never changes.

      Day in and day out, it’s been the same: the same small room, the same darkness, only broken when one of my captors decides it’s time to try to get something from me or to prove a point…again.

      My jaw still aches from the fist that connected with it yesterday, but these men are careful not to do too much damage. They know if they do, when they eventually release me and, if they’re caught, they’ll have to answer for what they did to the crown prince.

      If they release me…

      As things stand now, that prospect is looking more and more slim.

      They expect Mother and Father to roll over, to abdicate the throne and allow whatever form of government Lofton and his cronies are demanding to be installed immediately. They don’t seem to realize that will never happen, can’t ever happen.

      The longer they keep me here and the more I overhear about their mission, the demands they’re making, the more confident I become that they’ll fail.

      Mother and Father want me back, but they’re not going to do anything rash, like step down, to achieve it. If they did, these types of kidnappings would become commonplace, and there would be no way of keeping anyone in the royal family, or anyone they care about, safe.

      Not even Bridget.

      My eyes burn with unshed tears thinking about her  alone at the palace with Mother and Father. Witness to me being snatched right after the trauma she endured with Abigail and all the other stuck-up pricks at the ball.

      If I hadn’t begged her to go, none of this would have happened.

      I should have stayed with her in my suite, told Father to have Mother give the speech at the jubilee and make an excuse for my absence that wouldn’t cause waves. I should have protected her from all of this. From everything I bring with me.

      Should have.

      But I didn’t.

      For the thousandth time, I shift my weight and tug against the restraints on my wrists and feet—like the result will be any different. All it does is gouge the abrasive rope into my skin more deeply. The black fabric bag they keep over my head when they’re not feeding me only allows me to see directly below where I sit, where the concrete floor is stained with droplets of blood.

      Crimson.

      Red.

      The royal color.

      Yet right now, I’d give anything to not be royal. To be Fyn, the guy Bridget met on a beach that evening, so long ago. Thinking about that moment, about her, about how perfect it was, has got me through the long, lonely, terrifying hours. It’s been the only way to keep my fear at bay, so I don’t lose myself in abject panic.

      Because it shouldn’t be taking this long for Lev and Manuel to find me.

      Manuel put us through months of training on not only personal defense and weapons handling but also search and rescue operations. He’s the single most qualified person on this island to find me, and given the pressure Mother and Father are no doubt putting on him, his determination will be unmatched. Throw in the fury Lev must be feeling and they’re an unstoppable team. They won’t quit until they complete their mission.

      I just need to keep telling myself that.

      Easier said than done.

      I try to relax my body. Tensing up only makes the pain worse, but after so long in the same position, everything aches and I question whether I’ll ever feel normal again.

      Part of the agony is knowing that Mother, Father, and Bridget—not to mention Lev and Manuel—must be losing their fucking minds by now.

      Even my confidence is wavering.

      If they haven’t found me by now, then something must be preventing them from doing so. These men are far more organized than I anticipated to have kept me so well hidden that, even days later, the Royal Guard and the police haven’t knocked down these doors.

      They planned ahead, thought through all the potential hiccups, and somehow, they’ve outsmarted the two men I had utmost confidence in.

      The longer this goes on, the less chance there is of a peaceful resolution. There are only two possibilities, two ways I see this ending—my death, or us no longer ruling this country. The anger rising in their voices as the days pass is a sure sign we’re about to reach breaking point.

      Today, from what I can hear through the closed door, it seems the frustration of the palace refusing to capitulate is getting to them. I suspect they had no alternative plan, no backup.

      Because most parents would do literally anything to get their child back safely.

      Demanding that Mother and Father step down was a waste of breath, and it seems being up against a wall is a position they balk against. Lofton must have promised them this would be easy.

      He fucking lied.

      After that meeting with Father, he must have known they wouldn’t cave. Yet, the man himself isn’t here. We have him locked away, held on tenuous evidence. Father believed it was the only way to ensure the safety of Lovolia, but he was wrong. These men are reaching their breaking point, and without their leader here directing them, they appear lost.

      That doesn’t bode well for my future.

      The door to the room where they’ve been holding me creaks open, and a familiar set of heavy footsteps crosses the floor—the big man who sat beside me in the van who appears tasked with keeping me in line.

      “Well, Your Highness, it will likely please you greatly to hear your parents have rejected—very publicly—the request for them to step down. They have appeared on television today and indicated that they will not negotiate with terrorists, no matter how desperately they want you back.” He squats in front of me so I can see his knees and the tips of his dark brown work boots. “It seems to me that if your parents really cared about you, they’d be doing everything in their power to ensure your safe return. Evidently, their position means more to them than their son’s life.”

      Idiot.

      “If you truly believe that, then you don’t understand us at all, which might explain why you LLM followers have everything backwards.”

      He chuckles, the sound dark and menacing. “Then, explain it to me, Your Highness.”

      I shift on the chair, wincing at the inevitable tug on my bonds, making my sore muscles ache even more. “It would be a lot easier if you took this hood and restraints off me.”

      The uppercut comes so fast, I couldn’t react even had I seen it coming. Pain splits my temple, making the old injury surge to life, sending a deep black fog over me for a moment.

      “Nice fucking try.”

      Fuck.

      I wince, glad he can’t see my face under the hood. One thing I’ve been taught from birth is to always maintain appearances. I won’t give this man the satisfaction of knowing how much he hurt me. It’s important I remain strong—or at least appear to be.

      Part of that means setting the record straight about the Yates family.

      “What Lofton and men like you will never understand is that it isn’t about power for us. Our jobs are stressful and difficult. It’s not all parties and caviar. Day in and day out, every decision we make affects every single person living here and those of our citizens living abroad. My parents aren’t refusing to negotiate with you because they don’t want to lose their crowns; they aren’t negotiating with you because they don’t want to give you that power. They don’t want to put themselves in a position whereby people like you know they can get what they want by threatening a member of the royal family or taking someone we care about—”

      “Like the pretty brunette out in the garden with you?”

      I suck in a sharp breath, and he shifts forward until the heat of his body emanates toward me. He’s telling me how fucking close he really is, close enough that his hot breath hits my exposed skin.

      “She looked a sweet little thing in that skin-tight black lace number.” His voice dips low, the intention clear. “It really is too bad we didn’t have time to grab her, too. She would have been a lot more fun than you as a hostage.”

      A low growl rumbles from my chest—one born of a wrath I’ve never experienced before. “You lay a fucking hand on her, so help me God, you’ll pray my parents get a hold of you before I do.”

      He shifts up to his feet and takes a step back. “Yes, you certainly seem like quite a threat, Prince Fynix.”

      “My parents are never going to concede, never going to give in. So, what do you plan to do, when you can’t get what you want? Hold me here indefinitely?”

      “There are plans in place should they choose not to heed our warnings. And there’s a ticking clock they are pushing to its very limits. You better say a prayer that they figure it the fuck out and start cooperating, or things are going to get very messy for the Yates family and everyone else you care about.”

      Bile rises up my throat, and I swallow convulsively. One fact keeps racing through my mind…these men not only got onto the property to grab me, but also, they got away without being caught. That means either they have inside help or the best luck of anyone I’ve ever met in my life.

      I’ve spent days wracking my brain trying to figure out who it is—who Millie could have been warning me about just before this happened. But everyone I consider, I dismiss just as quickly.

      Our employees are so loyal. People who come to work at the palace stay with us their entire lives. They want to be there because we treat them well. We respect them. I can’t imagine any of them being involved with something like this.

      It could be as simple as one of the guards, someone who had a debt they needed to pay. Maybe they needed quick cash but didn’t think they could come to us about it. The simplest answer is probably the correct one, and I want to believe it wouldn’t be someone we know well. Yet, Millie warned it was someone close to Father, someone who has his ear. None of the guards would have any influence with him, other than potentially Manuel or Lev.

      Could it be Manuel? Could that be why they haven’t found me yet? Because Manuel is preventing it?

      The idea is so insane, it cannot be possible. Not the man who has watched over father like a hawk for so many years. Who has ensured the safety of everyone at the palace for so long. He would never betray us, and God knows Lev and Mira would die for us after what we did for their family.

      There are other men and women, though, ones who have sat in Father’s office for years and consulted with him on various issues pertaining to our country. People we all trust and rely on to keep Lovolia running seamlessly. Someone betrayed us. Someone had to, and while they’re busy looking for me, I hope Lev hasn’t forgotten that he can’t trust anyone and has warned Father of the same since I never got that chance.

      The timing of this seems too perfect for them—that I would learn there was a spy within our camp the same night someone kidnaps me. Perhaps it was bad luck, or just a horrible coincidence.

      Either way, I believe what the big man told me. There’s a ticking clock that’s about to run out. These men have already accessed the palace once and bombed the gates before that. There’s no telling what they’re capable of. If Mother and Father don’t comply, it could be that the worst is yet to come.
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      I pump my legs as fast as I can, but the long hallway just seems to keep stretching out, like I’m never getting closer to the end of it. Every stride, my heartbeat thunders against my ribcage and blood rushes in my ears. I’ve never run so hard in my life, and still…it isn’t enough.

      There is no getting there fast enough. Yesterday would have been too slow, and the stupid guard wouldn’t tell me anything except that Lev and Manuel want to see me in the security office.

      All the potential reasons rush through my head, starting with the worst-case scenario. The same ones that have occupied my mind every minute since Fyn was taken. In the past three days since he was snatched right in front of me, every scenario has played out in vivid color in my head, every horrible one.

      I want to believe them when they say they’re doing everything to find him, and no one, including me, has slept even a second since he was abducted, but so far, we’ve gotten exactly nowhere. And a mysterious message sent to the guard outside Fyn’s apartment to tell me to come downstairs feels like being summoned to court for a verdict.

      Please let him be okay. Please let him be okay.

      My lungs struggle to suck in air as I race toward the grand staircase to make my way downstairs to the security room, but my phone vibrating in my pocket makes me pause for a second at the top. I tug it out and wince when I see the screen—not because I don’t want to talk to Daphne, but because not only is this terrible timing, I also can’t bear to tell her there isn’t any news again.

      I answer it anyway as I make my way down. “Hey.”

      “Hey, to you, too. Why do you sound so out of breath?”

      “I’ve been running.”

      “You? Running?” Concern laces her voice. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “No updates yet?”

      “Nothing since the last time I talked to you.”

      It’s always nothing.

      A van with stolen plates that apparently belongs to a catering company assisting with the ball…that doesn’t even exist.

      Someone got them on the approved list.

      Yet, despite their best efforts, Lev and Manuel haven’t been able to find out who.

      “I’m hoping I’m going to get good news right now.”

      “Call me back as soon as you hear anything. Are you sure you don’t want me to fly out there? I’ll get the next flight out.”

      Her repeated offer almost makes me cry again. Daphne doesn’t have the money to be flying halfway around the world no matter how much I would love her support right now.

      “Yes, I’m sure. I appreciate the offer. Truly. But I’ll let you know as soon as I hear any news.” I end the call and slip my phone back into my pocket as I continue to the security room, pausing just outside the open door.

      Familiar voices flow out to me.

      Manuel.

      Lev.

      The king and queen.

      I shudder having to go in there. It’s one thing to be in the security room with the guard personnel, but when Fyn’s parents are there, the tension always gets almost unbearable. The two have barely said a word to me the last three days, instead, watching me with accusatory eyes and hardened, set jaws.

      They blame me.

      How can they not?

      I blame myself. If I hadn’t slapped Abigail and run out to the damn gardens, Fyn wouldn’t have been out there. He wouldn’t have been exposed, and they couldn’t have grabbed him.

      The guilt makes it impossible to breathe most days, and if it didn’t sound so urgent, I would turn right back around and go hide in Fyn’s suite again. That isn’t an option, though.

      I have to know what’s going on.

      Suck it up.

      It’s so much easier said than done when the king and queen are in play. Still, I turn and step into the room with my shoulders back, head held high. I can’t let them intimidate me and make me feel like I don’t belong here.

      All eyes flip to me.

      Fucking great.

      I half-bow to Fyn’s parents. “Your Majesties. Lev, Manuel, what’s going on? The guard upstairs wouldn’t tell me anything.”

      Lev looks at me for the first time in days with something other than anger, fear, and panic filling his eyes. “We may have a decent lead on where he is.”

      My breath catches. “What? How?”

      He glances at the king and queen, and the queen sets her shrewd gaze on me for an uncomfortable moment before she inclines her head, granting him permission—apparently—to tell me.

      “As you know, we’ve had Lofton in custody since the bombing here at the palace, and his communications are being monitored, which means we can’t prove he was involved in this.”

      “Right. You said you needed confirmation from someone on the inside or some sort of other evidence that will hold up since he clearly isn’t physically wherever they’re holding Fyn.”

      “Exactly. Well, Nichols and his guys picked up a member of the LLM, found skulking around the gates of the palace earlier today, and brought him in for questioning.”

      Skulking around the gates of the palace…

      That doesn’t sound good.

      “What was he doing?”

      Lev shrugs. “We’re not entirely sure. He didn’t have anything on him and we couldn’t find any devices or anything else he may have placed. He may have just been scoping things out, but Captain Nichols was able to put the fear of God in him and he gave us a list of several locations, buildings and warehouses, where different members of the LLM have holed up over the last year or two here in Lovolia.”

      “Oh, my God, that’s huge.” A flicker of hope lights deep inside my heart, but just as quickly, the reality of the situation blows it out. “But how do we know which one it is? If you go into the wrong one, won’t that alert them that you have information. They might move him before you can get to him.”

      Manuel and Lev exchange another look, and Manuel holds up a stack of papers.

      “You’re right. Which is why we need to go into the right one first.” He waves the papers. “We pulled CCTV from around all the locations and saw a white van going to and from one of them.”

      My heart sinks into my stomach. “But it wasn’t a white van. It was a dark one.”

      That’s one thing I’m absolutely positive about. I may not have been able to give them any information to help identify the men, given how they were dressed and how dark it was outside, but I’m confident that van was dark, easily hidden against the backdrop of bushes in the garden.

      Lev nods. “Yes, it was, but we think it had a wrap on it.”

      “A what?”

      “A wrap. They’re vinyl, and they can be pulled off relatively easily, like a giant sticker. Fast, if you know what you’re doing and have enough people to assist. The assumption is that they stole a white van, put the wrap on it to make it dark for the night, then stopped somewhere inconspicuous and removed it after they took Fyn. So, even if it appeared on any cameras while we were looking for it, we would dismiss it as being the wrong color.”

      “Jesus.” My mind spins at the possibility. “That’s genius.”

      Manuel drops the papers back on the desk. “It is, but at least we have a location now, and we’re putting together a team to go in and search for him.”

      “Oh, my God.” The room spins slightly and I press my hand over the ache in my chest, all the information they’ve just given me and the anxiety of what’s about to occur hitting me at once. “I…”

      Words completely escape me. Like my brain won’t process them when nothing but fear occupies it.

      The queen walks over to me and wraps her arm around my shoulders. My initial knee-jerk reaction is to move away from the unusual offer of comfort, but she leans into me before I can.

      “It’s all right, dear. They know what they’re doing. They’ll get him back.”

      Fyn’s mother is consoling me?

      This is certainly a shift in our dynamic—one I can’t quite figure out.

      What the hell is going on?

      I glance up at her, and she offers me a smile that, while not exactly friendly isn’t unkind either. It’s so unusual coming from her, I might think I were imagining it if not for the way Lev and the king are watching us together, somewhat confused expressions on their faces, too.

      She squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll wait in the drawing room until you have more news. Get him back for me, Lev.”

      The big tattooed man they’ve entrusted with their son’s life gives her a sharp nod. “I will, ma’am.”

      Lev turns back to huddle with Manuel and the king, and the queen ushers me to the door and leads me slowly down the hallway to the drawing room. She eases me into a chair and sits next to me on the edge of the couch.

      I cast a furtive glance her way, unsure what to make of the situation.

      What is happening right now?

      “You don’t need to look so scared, Bridget. I promise I won’t bite.”

      I can’t help the laugh that bubbles up at her words. “Oh, you’ve definitely nipped me a few times since I’ve been here.”

      This time, Fyn’s mother actually smiles at me, a true, genuine smile—something I don’t think I’ve ever received from the woman before. She reaches out and pats my hand. “And it’s about time I apologized for that.”

      “What?”

      She twists her lips, almost like the idea of apologizing puts a sour taste in her mouth. “I don’t like admitting I’m wrong, Bridget. Part of it is this position and part of it is the way I was raised. Fyn’s father and I had concerns when you arrived, which we deemed to be valid, regarding your intentions toward our son and what being with you would do to this family and to this government.”

      “Especially with all the ongoing tension, it’s understandable.”

      “No.” The queen shakes her head. “Don’t try to excuse my behavior, it was reprehensible. I had this picture in my head of who Fynix should marry, of who was right for him and for us.”

      “And that picture looked like Abigail…”

      She gives me a little half-smile. “At the time, yes. But now, I’ve had time to see you with my son and to see what’s happened to you over the last three days since he’s been gone, and I confess I was wrong. I believe you love him, and he loves you. More than this, you are good for him.” She releases a small sigh. “He always rebelled against this position. Did what he absolutely had to but fought us tooth and nail while doing it. Since you’ve been here, he’s stepped up and shoulders his responsibilities in a much more determined manner. He has become more involved, even debating things with his father, questioning his decisions in a much more forceful way than he ever would before. We weren’t so sure he would be able to or even want to assume the crown when his father is gone. But with a woman like you by his side, I think he will prove himself more than capable.”

      I open and close my mouth a few times, trying to process what she just said and respond eloquently. “Are you serious right now?”

      Fuck. That was not eloquent.

      She smiles. “What’s the saying, serious as a heart attack?”

      I press my hand against my sternum. “I honestly feel like I might be having one right now, between running down here and this conversation and now having to wait.”

      The queen twists her hands on her lap. “Yes, the waiting is going to be the hardest part, isn’t it?”

      Her distress mirrors my own, and even with all the bad blood between us, the need to console her and offer her some sort of comfort is too strong to ignore.

      “He’s okay, though.”

      She offers me a tight smile. “I appreciate you saying that.”

      “I’m not just saying it. I know it. I feel like if he weren’t…I would…I don’t know. I would just know, have some sort of feeling. Be able to sense in some way.”

      “Me, too.”

      “So, what do we do now?”

      “We wait.” She reaches out and takes my hand, squeezing it gently.

      Hurried footsteps reach us from the hall, and Abigail turns the corner and steps in, her eyes narrowed on the queen’s hand in mine. “What’s going on? Why are you holding hands with her?”

      The queen releases my hand and rises to her feet. “Did you forget something?”

      Abigail’s eyes widen and she bows. “My apologies, Your Majesty. I just arrived, and I see there’s quite the commotion. Is everything all right?”

      She glares at me while she awaits the queen’s response.

      “Yes, Abigail. We received some potentially good news. But that is for the family only. Guard!”

      One of the guards at the door turns, and the queen inclines her head at Abigail. “Please escort Princess Abigail out of the palace.”

      “What?” Abigail gapes at Fyn’s mother. “You’re kicking me out? I’ve always come and gone as I pleased.”

      The queen offers a cool smile. “That was before, when you were with Fyn. Now, the situation has changed and, as such, you are not welcome here unless you are with your father or traveling as a dignitary.”

      “But you’re holding hands with her. She slapped me. She struck a royal. You should have her in chains in the dungeon right now.”

      The queen releases a laugh unlike anything I’ve ever heard from her and glances at me. “We haven’t used the dungeon in a hundred years, but if Bridget slapped you, she probably had a good reason.”

      Abigail’s jaw drops as the guard steps in front of her and urges her to turn around and walk out. I don’t catch the rest of her tirade as she heads off down the hall, but the queen returns to her seat with a satisfied look and glances at me.

      “Did you really slap her?”

      A new wave of worry twists in my gut, fear that I’m about to be charged with treason by the queen herself. But I can’t lie to her. “I did.”

      Something glimmers in the queen’s eyes for a moment so brief I’m not even sure I actually saw it. “Good.”

      I stare at the queen in shock as she reaches out and takes my hand once more. A fraction of warmth radiates from her and hope for the future sparks somewhere deep inside me. She pulls my hands into her lap and pats them, offering a smile that doesn’t quite reach her worried eyes.

      “Now, we wait.”
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      My head lolls forward hard, and I struggle to pull it upright. The longer they keep me here, tied up like this, the weaker I become.

      The good news—or maybe bad news, depending on how you look at it—is that I can’t feel my hands anymore. I can’t feel the ropes cutting into my wrists—which probably means something horrific, but I’m determined to look on the bright side.

      It’s all I can do.

      If I contemplate what’s really happening, I might break, and I refuse to let these men see me shatter, see a Yates surrender.

      Mother and Father haven’t.

      But we’ve reached the end of the ticking clock.

      Not long ago, the heated discussion from the other room woke me, and even though I could only make out a few words, it was enough to spell out what’s happening.

      Mother and Father aren’t caving.

      It’s gone on too long.

      Time for the next step.

      The rush of activity—things being moved, car engines, yelling—suggests whatever is next on their agenda is coming to fruition.

      Fear grips my chest—but not for myself.

      What if they’re about to stage an attack on the palace?

      It’s the only thing I can think of that they could be planning, other than executing me. Which remains a possibility. I’ve been of no benefit to their cause. Useless, really. Just another mouth to feed and someone who increases the risk to them.

      They aren’t getting what they want, so I’m nothing but a liability. But I don’t care what happens to me. Not anymore. If my death is necessary to ensure this country stays safe from these radicals taking control, so be it. What matters is keeping Mother and Father and Bridget and everyone else at the palace safe.

      But how the hell do I do that?

      The door opens from the main section of the building that they led me through before they stashed me in here, and someone tugs the bag from my head. The light streaming in from the other room blinds me momentarily after so much time in utter darkness.

      I blink and turn my head away as my captor squats down in front of me. Without the hood, I can finally see his face, and recognition clicks almost immediately—dark hair, scar on his cheek.

      Lofton’s second in command…

      The man who sat beside him at our failed meeting in the palace.

      He’s showing me his face, which means this is truly over. They’ve gone to great lengths to keep my eyes covered, even while feeding me, only pulling the bag over my head up far enough to shovel whatever they have into my mouth. But I’ve seen him now. I can identify him. He would only permit this if it didn’t matter anymore.

      “We’ve reached the end of the line, Prince Fynix. Our leader is no longer willing to wait for your parents to come to their senses. We’re moving now, and you’re nothing but excess baggage.” He pulls a gun from the waistband of his trousers and holds it in front of him, staring at it for a long moment. “You know, I always considered myself a patriot. A man who would fight for the right thing.” He releases a sigh that holds frustration and something else, perhaps reservation. “I’m not so sure this is it.”

      This is it. My chance. Maybe I can appeal to his common sense, his loyalty to Lovolia.

      “Then, don’t do it.”

      He looks up at me and, for the first time since he brought me here, I see a flicker of doubt in his almost-black gaze.

      “Don’t do it. Let me go and stop whatever is about to happen.”

      A split second passes where it appears he actually considers it before he shakes his head. “I can’t do that. We’ve come too far. Too much has been said and done to back down now.”

      “No.” I shake my head and wince at the pain it causes. “It’s never too late when backing down is the right choice.”

      He pushes to his feet. “This time, it is.”

      “Don’t do this. Just say no to Lofton.”

      The man issues a cold chuckle. “Lofton hasn’t been calling the shots since the bombing of the palace.”

      “What?” It doesn’t make any sense. If Lofton hasn’t been in charge, then this man would be the next logical one to step up and take control. “I knew we arrested him, but I assumed he was still getting messages out somehow.”

      “With something this complex, it must be someone with their feet in it, not locked away in jail. His partner knows what we need to do. And it’s time we do it—”

      An explosion from outside my improvised cell rocks the room, and the man stumbles sideways. He trips on a crack in the concrete floor and hits the ground heavily, the gun tumbling from his hand and skittering away a few feet.

      I shake my head, my ears ringing as I try to clear them.

      “Drop your weapons! Put your fucking hands up!”

      Even with my ears still ringing, I’d know that voice anywhere.

      They found me.

      The man on the floor staggers to his feet, pressing his hands over his ears, and glances at the door. Gunfire erupts beyond it, sharp cracks in rapid succession, and mixed in with them, boots slamming on the ground, advancing toward us.

      He scans the room for another way out, and my eyes flick to the gun.

      I have to get Lev in here.

      “Lev!” I scream as loud as my dry, irritated throat will let me. “In here!”

      More gunfire fills the air.

      Screams.

      Heavy footsteps.

      The man dives for his weapon and points it at me.

      “Drop the fucking weapon.” Lev stands in the doorway, his formidable shoulders filling the frame, his jaw hard. “Drop it!”

      His hand shaking, my captor maintains his aim. “I swear to God, I’ll do it. I’ll kill him.”

      “No, you won’t.” Lev unloads his magazine before I can stop him.

      “No!”

      The shots hit the scarred man squarely in the chest, and he drops, the weapon falling from his hand again.

      Lev makes his way over to him, kicks the weapon away, then bends down to check for a pulse. Satisfied he’s dead, Lev straightens up to examine me. “Are you all right?”

      Tears well in my eyes as I stare down at the body. While he was holding me hostage and had beaten me, it didn’t mean I wanted him dead. Or any of them. They went about this all wrong, but he had a conscience. He thought this was the only way to advance a cause he supported and believed in. And he hesitated.

      “I’m okay.” I swallow back the tears for a man who was about to shoot me. “Are they all dead?”

      Lev rests a comforting hand on my shoulder, and a trio of guards appear in the doorway. “I have His Royal Highness.”

      In quick understanding, they block the door, providing coverage and protection. Lev holsters his weapon and grabs the knife from his boot, stepping behind me to cut the bindings at my wrists.

      My arms fall to the side, limp and useless. I don’t even have the strength to lift them onto my knees to inspect the damage done by the restraints.

      Lev kneels to cut the ropes securing my feet to the chair legs. “Be honest, Fyn. Are you okay?”

      Of all the people in the world, he is the one who can see right through my bullshit.

      “No.” I fall silent for a few seconds, then repeat my question. “Are they all dead?”

      He takes my hands in his, massaging them and trying to get the blood flowing again. Sharp stings and burns of the nerves coming back to life sear through me, and I clench my teeth.

      An unavoidable pain but, at least I’m alive.

      “Lev, answer me—are they all dead?”

      “How many people did you see while you were here? We need to know if we got all of them.”

      I close my eyes and try to recall everything I can. “Three men seized me at the palace, and I’ve heard maybe five distinct voices.” I open my eyes and study the dead man on the floor. “He was the only one who ever came in here. I thought he was maybe leading this group under Lofton’s control, but he said someone else has been calling the shots since Lofton was arrested.”

      Lev pauses for a second, staring down at my feet before he finally pushes to his, sucking in a deep breath. “There’s something you need to know.”

      “What?”

      My mind immediately goes to the worst place. “Oh, my God, is-is Bridget okay? Did they kidnap her, too?”

      “She’s fine. She’s at the palace and perfectly fine, but I think I know who’s behind all this and how the LLM got the access they did.”

      “What the fuck, Lev, just tell me!”

      “I’d rather show you.”

      He slides his arm under my shoulder and helps me to my feet. My legs buckle, the result of days being held immobile. I lean against Lev and let him carry me to the door as jabs of pain shoot through my feet.

      Pausing at the door, he turns his head to meet my gaze. “Prepare yourself. It’s a bit of a mess out there, and you aren’t going to like who you’re about to see.”

      “Was it Manuel?”

      Lev shakes his head. “No. Worse.”

      What could possibly be worse than head of the Royal Guard betraying us?

      After giving me a moment to gather whatever strength I have left, Lev helps me out into the main area—a large warehouse, pallets and boxes stacked high against various walls, with several tables and cots occupying the center. A makeshift kitchen area takes up one corner, and dozens of members of the Royal Guard move around the space, checking bloodied bodies on the ground.

      I sweep my gaze across the chaos, taking in the carnage while looking for an explanation for what Lev just said. My eyes connect with familiar blue ones, and my legs give out again. Only Lev’s strong grip keeps me upright.

      Abigail…

      Part of me wants, desperately, to throw off Lev’s hold and storm across the room to confront the backstabbing bitch, but I’m incapable of taking one step unaided, and no one is going to let me talk to her.

      Not here.

      Not like this.

      Lev leads me down the center of the warehouse away from her, but I can feel her gaze on me the whole time.

      “It was Abigail…”

      He nods. “The only reason she isn’t dead on the floor with the rest of the terrorists is because she was a coward, hiding behind one of these boxes while the others fought. It’s going to require some detailed analysis of all the evidence to establish how long she has been involved and how deeply, but think about it. She had almost unfettered access to the palace and to you and your father. Also, I think we must consider that her father could be in league with the LLM, as well.”

      Millie’s warning about it being someone close who had Father’s ear echoes through my head, sending a cold shudder through me. “If Millie was right, he could be involved.”

      “I warned the king about what she said, and he didn’t dismiss it outright. The whole time you were missing, the only people he allowed in his office were your mother, Manuel, and me. Even with those precautions, he’s remained tight-lipped.”

      We reach the other side of the warehouse and the door they must have brought me in through originally.

      I glance back over my shoulder at Abigail, whose icy gaze stays locked on me. “We have a lot to unravel.”

      “But right now, let’s just worry about getting you home—to your parents and Bridget.”

      “She’s really okay?”

      He offers me a half-smile. “She’s okay. Exhausted. Terrified. But okay.”

      Thank God.

      We step out onto a gravel parking area, and the world spins around me and goes dark.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRIDGET

      

      

      The royal doctor rises from the edge of Fyn’s bed and begins packing up his supplies. “You’ll need to take it easy for a few days, sir. You’re lucky, all things considered. The abrasions from the ropes around your wrists and ankles will heal with minimal scarring, but I want you to take a course of antibiotics to ensure the minor infection doesn’t spread. You do have a few deep, nasty gashes.”

      I look at Fynix’s wrists, and even now, some blood seeps through the bandages. His ankles are in the same shape. The rope the kidnappers used really bit into his flesh—no doubt due to Fyn fighting against the bindings.

      Please don’t let them scar.

      The last thing Fyn needs is to be left with a permanent reminder of this heinous crime committed against him. As it stands, I can’t stop staring at his bruised and scratched face.

      He’s here and in one piece, but my fury at every single person involved in hurting him only grows with each minute he’s back. If I knew where any of them were, I might go do the same to them with my bare hands—and worse.

      I swipe at the tears because I don’t want to draw attention to myself right now.

      Get yourself together, Bridget.

      The focus needs to be on Fynix, and I’m trying to take a page from his mother’s book. She stands across from me like a pillar of grace, but when I accidentally sniffle, Fyn’s tired eyes cut to mine.

      “Bridget, love…” He looks so much smaller, broken and defeated, in this bed. It’s so unlike him that it shatters me.

      How could anyone do this to him? How could Abigail do this? I should have hit her a lot more and a lot harder.

      The Royal doctor and a few nurses he brought with him still surround Fyn on the bed, and the fact that I can’t go to him is killing me. All I want to do is take him in my arms and hold him forever.

      Yet, I haven’t even been able to touch him other than a brush of a hand since Lev and Manuel brought him back unconscious. They didn’t want the mob of the press taking him to the only hospital in Lovolia, and the royal doctor appears to have done an excellent job ensuring he’s all right.

      I need to tell him how much I love him without a damn audience.

      The queen approaches and takes my hand in hers, lending me her strength. This must be horrible for her, too. That’s her son lying there, physically and mentally destroyed.

      Fyn’s gaze settles on our locked hands, and his tired eyes sparkle with unshed tears, which makes this all the more painful and wonderful. So many emotions course through my veins that I can’t decide what to feel at any given second.

      His instruments packed, the doctor addresses Fyn. “Your ribs are badly bruised, sir, but none appear broken, and the chafing on your neck from the bag you said was secured around your head should heal nicely. If you need me, make sure to send for me, immediately. Otherwise, I shall check on you tomorrow. As discussed, I’m leaving you with the antibiotics, a mild pain reliever, and something to help you rest. Is there anything else you require, Sir?”

      Fyn shakes his head. “No, Doctor Hatzis. Thank you for your time.”

      The doctor bows slightly to Fyn, a move his nurses mirror, then he sets medication bottles in a line on the nightstand before they grab the rest of their things and head toward the door. I look across the room to the King; his jaw is set in a hard, angry line as he looks at his son and what was done to him.

      “Sir, ma’am.” The doctor and nurses bow and hightail it out of the room.

      The king examines Fyn another minute before taking a half step forward, then stopping. “Son, are you sure you are well?”

      I can tell if the king could get his hands on one of the radicals responsible, they wouldn’t live to tell about it. No matter what decorum calls for, no matter what the “rules” of proper engagement may entail, those all went out the window when Fyn was taken.

      “I am, Father. Thank you for everything, and thank you, Mother, for looking after Bridget.” His eyes cut to his mother, then to me, and even without him saying it, I can sense how happy he is that she and I have made amends.

      “Very well.” The king approaches the bed and stops at the foot of it. “Should you need me, just call, and I will be here; otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow. Take care.” He taps Fyn’s foot, which is about as close to hugging as these two are going to get, I imagine, but it’s a start.

      “Thank you, Father. Goodnight.”

      “Elizabeth.” The king extends his arm to his wife.

      She squeezes my hand once and lets it go, then pats her husband’s proffered arm before moving to Fyn on the bed. Pausing for a moment, she looks down at him, unshed tears in her eyes, brushes his hair off his forehead, and kisses him. “My son, I love you.”

      Then she leans in and whispers something to Fyn, and he reaches up and holds onto her arm. The sight of them makes fresh tears form in my eyes. I quickly brush them away as the queen stands. She dashes a tear from her eye and walks to her husband.

      They make their way out of the room, closing the door behind them. Finally, it’s just Fyn and me.

      “Love…” He extends his arms out to me, and I waste no time running to him.

      I try to be mindful of his injuries as I slip into his embrace and settle beside him on the bed. But now that I’m here, finally lying against him, feeling his chest moving with each breath, his heart beating beneath my ear, I can’t help it—the sobs begin to wrack my body.

      “Shh. It’s okay, love. I’m here, and I’m here with you.”

      He keeps repeating that, over and over, until his voice goes hoarse.

      Is it meant to soothe me or himself?

      Maybe both.

      He brushes his fingers through my hair, trying to comfort me. It’s just like him to make sure everyone else is okay and to completely overlook his own needs. He’s been doing it for so long, it’s completely changed the way he even copes with a trauma like this.

      “I see you and my mother have grown close. That makes me ridiculously happy.”

      Despite the enormity of the situation, I chuckle. “Yeah, it just required your kidnapping to bring her around.”

      We both laugh, and it feels good to still have that with him after God only knows what he’s been through while he was held hostage, but he winces almost immediately and presses his free hand against his ribs.

      As much as I don’t want to know and don’t want him to have to relive the terror of what he just went through, I need to know, and if he keeps it bottled up and doesn’t tell me, it will only eat away at him.

      “Fyn, can you tell me what happened?” I push up onto my elbow. “If you don’t want to talk about it yet, I understand. I just…”

      His lips tilt slightly into the smallest of smiles. “It was a rough few days. When they abducted me from the garden, I think I suffered a slight concussion, so was sort of in and out, but I heard them discussing some of the LLM goals. You can see I fought like hell to get out of those ropes, regrettably, to no avail. How many were killed in total, do you know?”

      Fyn appears distressed by the potential answer, and for the life of me, I can’t understand why.

      “Does it matter?”

      He doesn’t even pause a second before he responds. “Yes, because they are my people, and this movement has teeth. It isn’t going to die with those bodies. They were barely a drop in the ocean. Lofton is still alive, and his followers are growing. We have to face facts; this issue is not going away. We need to find a way to deal with it, diplomatically, and accept that change is necessary to maintain the monarchy.”

      What?

      I heard what he said, but the words jumble around in my head, my brain unable to process how he can possibly be saying them. I can’t reconcile his feelings about this with the battered and broken body I’m looking at.

      They could have killed him. They almost did. And they would have done even worse if Lev and Manuel hadn’t found him. They had enough weapons and explosives in that warehouse to launch a major offensive against the palace—which is exactly what everyone suspects they intended to do.

      I don’t know how much sway I have, but I know Fyn. If anyone were born to rule a nation, it is him. And not just because of his DNA.

      He has the biggest, kindest heart, even when people don’t deserve that side of him. He’s also the most just, logical person I have ever met, yet his words don’t match that. He may want changes, but abdicating the throne is a daunting step. One that changes the entire future—not just for him but for the entire country—and maybe not the type of change he is seeking.

      My silence must suggest my distress, because he brushes his fingers across my brow, a slight frown tilting his lips down.

      “Love, I believe there will be no peace unless we compromise. I had a lot of time to consider this while I was held captive. To consider their position and ours. Reforms are crucial, or Lovolia will implode and the consequences will be far worse than a few bruises.”

      While I appreciate where he’s coming from, especially being from a country like the United States, where we pride ourselves on our democratic elections and the fact that we broke away from a ruling monarch, I just can’t embrace that it’s the only option here.

      “I’m sorry, Fyn, but I don’t understand. You were just rescued and are trying to side with the people who kidnapped you? Help me understand.”

      Because I really, really don’t.

      I would be livid and likely want revenge if I were him.

      Hell, I want those things now on his behalf.

      “Don’t you see? In the same way we aren’t permitted to marry, some of the laws governing the citizens of Lovolia are also antiquated. For Lovolia to prosper, her leaders must be willing to adapt, and converting to some form of constitutional monarchy will keep the populace happy and the Yates family at the helm.”

      How does he do it?

      He’s already talking like a king, a man who puts the well-being and needs of his people first.

      I lay my head back down on his chest, happy to hear his heart steadily beating under my ear.

      What lottery did I hit to win this guy?

      He will have a lot of healing to accomplish, and hopefully, with time, the mental scars fade as well as the physical. But no matter what happens or what Fyn decides to do with Lovolia, I’ll be right there by his side. Because he’s my family now, and that is what family does.
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        FYNIX

      

      

      Even after spending over twenty-four hours in bed, doing nothing but sleeping and holding Bridget while she reads a book and dotes on me, everything still aches. Though, I feel better than I did yesterday. Undoubtedly, a combination of taking it easy, the meds Doc gave me, some good food in my belly, and the excellent care Bridget and Mira have been showering on me.

      And doing nothing has given me more time to think about my future—not just the future of Lovolia, but mine. After the hell I went through, I’ll do whatever it takes to marry Bridget. My love for her was how I survived that horror, and she needs to be my priority.

      She lies next to me, her head tucked into the crook of my arm. Her gentle snore makes me grin, and I graze a kiss to the crown of her head. “My little chainsaw.”

      I try to hold in my mirth so I don’t wake her, but it’s painful for my sore ribs.

      “I hope it hurts, you butthole.”

      Her comment makes us both burst out laughing, but I hold my ribs and wince. Bridget sits up, her face twisted with concern.

      “Are you okay? Can I get you anything?”

      “Yes.” I cup her cheek. “Kiss me.”

      Despite her obvious worry about me, she smiles softly and complies, her sweet lips pressing against mine. Her tongue sweeps into my mouth, and the notion we could have lost this makes kissing her all the more precious.

      This is what life is really about. Finding love. Holding onto it. Cherishing it, even if the world is crumbling around you.

      I break our kiss and rest my forehead on hers. “I love you, Bridget. I hope you know that. For me, you’re everything.”

      Her eyes shimmer with unshed tears. “Fyn, I love you, too. If anything had happened to you…” She shakes her head as though she can’t bear the thought, and a single tear slides down her cheek.

      “Love, I’m here.”

      I brush the tear from her cheek, and she tilts her head to kiss me. The soft caress of her lips, mingled with the welter of emotions I’ve experienced during the last few days has my mind and heart racing.

      “Bridget, there was only one person I thought of over and over while I was kidnapped, and that was you. The idea that I might not make it out of there alive—”

      “Shh, Fyn.” She lays her finger on my lips. “You don’t have to talk about it. I can’t imagine the hell you went through. I’m just happy you’re okay.”

      I kiss the tip of her finger and stare deep into the green eyes that hold so much pain, joy, and love.

      “I do have to talk about it, though. This is important, Bridget. What happened to me changes everything—for Lovolia and us.”

      She freezes in my arms, fear flashing in her gaze. “What do you mean?”

      Remembering the agony and uncertainty of the many hours of my captivity makes my skin crawl, but she needs to know, she needs to understand all of it.

      “I thought I was going to die. I knew my parents would never give in to their demands, and I never would have wanted them to.” I suck in a deep breath, trying to concentrate on the fact that I’m safe in my own bed with the woman who owns my heart, not back there in that dark room. “The only thing that kept me alive, that kept me fighting against the desire to just give up…was you.”

      Tears stream down her cheeks, and her bottom lip trembles. “Oh, Fyn, I’m so sorry you went through that. I didn’t sleep. I couldn’t breathe. I—”

      “Shh. It’s all right, love.” I press my lips to her forehead. “I felt you the whole time—your strength and your love.”

      She’s so sweet and kind.

      I’d be a fool to let her get away.

      “Bridget, this may not be quite what you expected, but I can’t let another day go by…”

      “What?” Concern weighs heavily in her tone. “What is it?”

      I had planned to do this differently. A romantic setting, on our beach where everything started, but after recent events, I’ve learned the perfect time is now. There may not be a tomorrow. You may not be lucky enough to be granted a second chance to tell people how you feel. You have to seize the opportunity.

      Even if it hurts.

      I pull myself up and swing my legs off the bed. Other than getting up to use the bathroom with Bridget’s assistance, it’s the first time in an entire day that I haven’t been horizontal. Thankfully, the room spins only slightly.

      “Fyn, I don’t think you should be up yet.” Bridget shifts behind me on the bed and lays her hand on my bare shoulder. “What do you need? Let me help you.”

      She’s so worried.

      Maybe she ought to be, but surprisingly, it feels good to change position. To be upright again. I ignore her questions for a moment and lever myself to my feet with far less wobble than anticipated.

      I glance back at her and smile. “I’m fine, love. Give me one second. I need to do something. Wait here.”

      This is definitely not how I envisioned this moment. But it is what it is.

      There will never be a perfect time—just a right one.

      I slowly make my way to my dressing room—far more slowly than I’d like due to my injuries—but I’m alive, and I will heal. Being bruised and bashed about is nothing new. I can’t count the number of times Pegasus threw me when he was a young stallion and not broken in.

      If I thought that was painful, this is worse—as though I’ve been catapulted off twenty horses in a row.

      But nothing is going to prevent this moment. World be damned, for an hour, at least, anyway.

      In my dressing room, I hobble over to the wall safe which houses my medals, priceless watches, and a few heirloom pieces I had delivered to my suite for Bridget to try on for the ball. Among them, one particular item, I hope she’ll accept with the same joy as it will be offered. I unlock the safe and retrieve the vintage royal-blue velvet box, which once belonged to Grandmother.

      Just holding it in my hands makes tears burn my eyes, but I can’t cry yet. Though, I might in a minute. Especially if she says no.

      I shut the safe, take a fortifying breath and return to Bridget. She sits on the bed, all the pillows and covers a rumpled mess surrounding her, but she’s perfect. If I could take a photograph to capture this moment in time forever, I would.

      But I’ll have to settle for my own memory.

      Hopefully, it’s a good one and she doesn’t find this moment, this location, entirely lacking. I can’t wait for a more suitable time. Especially not after the last week. If it’s taught me anything, it is never to delay that which you can accomplish today.

      I limp to the bed and take Bridget’s hand, tugging her toward me. “Sit on the edge of the bed for me, love.”

      She does so, dangling her slender, tanned legs and bare feet over the side. I begin to kneel before her, slowly, and not without some discomfort.

      “Fyn, what in the world are you doing?” Bridget grabs my arms to stop me, clearly unaware of what’s about to happen. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      I’m not sure why, but her alarm makes me laugh, probably because in her panic, she’s completely missing what’s going on, and it feels good. Right. This is what I need—not a crown, not a throne, not a country—just this beautiful, unapologetically American woman who loves me for being Fyn.

      I open my palm to display the jewelry box, and her hands shoot to her mouth.

      “Fyn, are you…” A tiny gasp interrupts the rest of her question, as though hesitant to articulate what she thinks I’m about to ask.

      No time like the present, Fyn.

      Now to figure out how to explain to this magnificent creature just how fucking incredible she is.

      “Bridget Rose Cavanaugh, ever since that first day you appeared, a trespassing, perverted, drunken mess on my beach, I knew you were special.”

      “Hey, that’s not nice.” She shoves my shoulder, and I give her my most dazzling smile before I continue. “At the time, I didn’t recognize how special. You breathed life back into me. You showed me that just because my path may be laid out before me, doesn’t mean it has to be monotonous or devoid of adventures, because Bridget, you are the greatest adventure of my life. Would you do me the greatest honor and agree to marry me?”

      I pop open the box and offer her the ring.

      “Oh, my God, Fyn.”

      “Will you marry me?”

      Without a second’s hesitation, she nods. “Yes!”

      Bridget squeals and tears spill from the corners of her eyes, but I’m still trying to process the word, yes.

      “Yes?” I repeat it, like maybe saying it will make it more real. Plus, it’s all I can get out.

      Did she really say yes after all this? The drama. The danger. The fucking mess my life is. She wants to be part of it forever?

      No one could blame her if she had said no after everything we’ve been through. Part of me feared she would, but she grasps my cheeks in her soft hands and brings her lips to mine.

      “It would be my greatest honor to be your wife.”

      “Bridget…” I wrap my arm around her and gather her to me, ignoring the protesting pain in my damaged ribs. Hugging her to me, I kiss her so thoroughly that when we finally break apart, we’re both out of breath.

      “May I?” I take the ring from the box.

      “Please.” She extends her left hand, and I slowly slide the ring onto her finger, savoring the moment I was convinced, not that long ago, would never happen.

      “Do you remember when we were at Elysium, and I made you the pizza my grandmother taught me?” I squeeze her hand and brush my finger over the ring that fits her as though crafted to do so.

      “Yes. You were right. How can I ever go back to the American version?”

      We both laugh softly and I kiss her hand, admiring the ring I hoped my bride would wear.

      “This was hers. Grandmother would have been very fond of you, and would have wanted me to give you this ring.”

      “You’re so sweet, Fyn. I am honored to wear her ring.”

      She leans forward and kisses me tenderly, and I push to my feet and kiss her deeply, tumbling onto the bed with her in my arms, and only a slight wince.

      The pain doesn’t matter anymore. All I can think of is that she is mine.

      This stunningly beautiful—inside and out—woman is mine.

      Suddenly, I can see a life with her, our future. Her walking down the aisle to me on our wedding day. Our joined hands clasped over her pregnant belly. Her beside me on the throne, in whatever form we have it, creating a better country for everyone because of our love.

      I yank at her shirt and shift back slightly so I can tug it off over her head, freeing her glorious breasts. Settling over her, I push my pajama pants to the side and do the same with her thong so I can sink into her wet heat to the hilt.

      If the world ended right now, I’d be complete because Bridget is all I need in this life. And if the laws cannot be changed for me to retain the throne and marry her, there is no choice to be made.

      I will choose her every fucking time.
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        BRIDGET

      

      

      “I love you.” Fyn whispers against my ear. “You’ve made me deliriously happy. Thank you for loving me.”

      “I love you so much, Fyn. You are my everything.” I didn’t repeat what he said earlier by accident. It was the only way I could think to prove to him that he means just as much to me as I do to him.

      But it still isn’t enough.

      No words could ever be.

      I clench around his cock while he thrusts inside me, his hand tightening in my hair.

      “Bridget, God…” He moans, animal, guttural, the true sound of bliss. “You feel so fucking good.”

      He nuzzles my neck, peppering it with kisses and little nips of his teeth, moving down to suck my nipple into his hot mouth. I tangle my fingers into his wild blond hair and hold him there, relishing the zings of pleasure that go straight to where we’re connected. He sucks my pebbled nipple between his teeth and bites down, and my back arches up, my entire body drawn to him like a moth to a flame. He is fire and passion and perfection all wrapped up in one beautiful package.

      He’s all that matters.

      If I had dreamed up my perfect idea of a man, it still wouldn’t come close to the wonderful one who holds me in his arms. Despite his injuries, the utter exhaustion he must be experiencing after his ordeal, he still focuses on me, on my needs and pleasure.

      He saved me, even if I didn’t realize it at the time. He saved me from loneliness, my thoughts, and my growing resentment of life. He saved me from me. From the me I became because I thought I had to, because I thought that’s what growing up and becoming a responsible adult required. He saved me from Boring Bridget and the life she had accepted.

      A life that was nothing because it didn’t have him.

      Fyn isn’t perfect. He can be brash, cocky and hot-headed at times, but the way he loves me is pretty damn close to perfection.

      Every touch brushing away bad memories.

      Every kiss stealing my soul.

      Every shared breath freely given to the only person who matters.

      I never knew this existed, that this type of connection was possible. If I had, I would have known how wrong the men before Fyn were for me and would have recognized it the moment we met. I saw he was different, but I let myself believe it had all been an act, a game.

      How could I have been so wrong?

      Fyn is caring to a fault. Even after what the radicals did to him while they held him captive, he mourned their loss because they were citizens of his country. That is who Fynix Yates is. A kind, beautiful soul who owns my entire heart.

      He moves inside me, my body stretching to accommodate his full size. I should be concerned that he may hurt himself, and I am…still, he feels so good, and I’m just so happy to hold onto him that I can’t find the will to complain or make him stop. I run my hands along his muscled back, down to his ass, and grip it tightly, using it as leverage to meet him thrust for thrust.

      “Fuck, Bridget.” His strangled groan in my ear makes my pussy clench around him. “You feel bloody incredible.”

      I can’t form words to tell him I feel the same thing, that every stroke is restoring my faith in us and that everything will work out. I just press my lips to his again, hoping to say with my body what I can’t voice.

      Tears leak from the corners of my eyes because my heart is finally whole.

      When I thought that I had lost him, that he might not make it back to me, I experienced just how bleak and dark a world without Fyn would be. All I saw was a future of pure misery. One where I returned to Denver and trudged through each day, just waiting to go home so I could sleep and hopefully see him again in my dreams.

      He is my light. Color in a gray world. I couldn’t survive without him now.

      “Bridget”—he smiles down at me as he uses his thumbs to wipe my tears—“are you okay, love? Do you want me to stop?”

      God, no.

      I squeeze around him and roll my hips to meet his. “No, I’m just so happy, Fyn. So damn happy to have you back and to have…this. I love you so damn much.”

      His lips press to mine reverently. “My sweet Bridget. I love you more than life itself.”

      “Fyn, please…” I breathe the words, letting his passion consume me. “Harder.”

      His hand slides between us, and his fingers find my clit. He grazes it lightly at first, rolling over it gently before pushing harder, demanding something my body is more than willing to give him.

      “Oh…”

      I’m close. So damn close.

      At this point, I can’t tell where he ends and I begin. We move together, driving ourselves toward the edge of ecstasy. Fyn commands my body like it was built for him, like he has touched me for centuries and memorized every inch. I grip his biceps and pull myself up to kiss him. He drives into me again and pinches my clit, and a scalding inferno of pleasure rolls through my body. My world spins as I clench down on his cock, and my head drops back with the force of my orgasm.

      But Fyn is one step ahead, cradling it in his hand. “That’s it, love, come on my cock. Come for me. God, you’re so beautiful like this.”

      His words send me soaring even higher, his continued thrusts dragging out my release longer than I ever knew possible. Wave after wave of euphoria and relief wash over me, and by the time I finish, I’m a boneless mess.

      “I love you, Bridget. I love you beyond fucking reason.”

      Goosebumps pebble across my skin, his whispered words warm against my neck. He pounds into me relentlessly, chasing his release and propelling me on to my next.

      “I love you, Fyn. When I thought that I might lose you…”

      I grip him tighter and bury my face into his chest. Another tear slips from my eye, and while I don’t want to bring this moment down, the kidnapping is still so very fresh; the pain of potentially losing him all too real.

      I would have lost this.

      Serendipity brought me here on my honeymoon with Daphne in tow. If she hadn’t called me out on my bullshit, if we hadn’t gotten into that fight, if I hadn’t wandered onto that beach that day…

      It’s like fate aligned perfectly to lead me to this moment where Fyn and I are promising forever.

      “Look at me, Bridget.” He captures my cheek in his palm and tilts my gaze to meet his. “I am here. We made it, and you will be my wife. My princess and then my queen.”

      I reach up and brush my thumbs across the stubble on his cheeks, and when he smiles at me, it is fucking brilliant. Pulling his face to mine, I kiss him, pouring everything I feel into it—love, adoration, gratitude, and most of all, happiness. Because before this man, I wasn’t living. I was just going through the motions.

      His love has brought me to life, and it is the most beautiful thing to be loved by Fynix Yates.
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      The king paces furiously, the way I’ve noticed he does when he’s upset or stressed—which he certainly was each time I saw him during Fyn’s captivity and in the days since his rescue “I should have Abigail drawn and quartered! I can’t believe she was involved in this. We trusted her!”

      Tempers haven’t cooled over the betrayal. Nor should they. There are decisions to be made quickly, and now that Fyn is finally up to leaving the bedroom, it’s time we start making them.

      And his father seems to be truly struggling with what he is going to do with the princess from Grandania.

      “I wish I knew she was rotten sooner.” The queen pats my hand. “I’m sorry she was horrible to you, and that I permitted her to be. I wish I could go back and change that.”

      The smile she offers doesn’t quite reach her eyes, so I squeeze her hand back, trying to reassure her I hold no ill-will toward her for what happened before. If I held onto any anger over that, it would only poison any future relationship I have with the woman who will hopefully be my mother-in-law.

      “We’re okay now.” I return her smile. “Just a bump in the road.”

      I honestly feel bad that Abigail snowed her over. That she fooled everyone. They were all blinded by her dazzling smile and perfectly trained manners. The only ones who weren’t fooled were Fyn and me. I knew Abigail was horrible, but I never expected this from her. I never imagined she could ever hurt Fyn.

      If she were here, I would slap her again. Or worse.

      The queen glances from me to her husband, twisting her lips. “And you’re sure King Reginald wasn’t party to this?”

      It’s one of the same questions I’ve been asking myself, that we’ve all been asking and considering the last few days, but now that the king has actually spoken with the king from Grandania, decisions need to happen swiftly.

      He stops pacing and looks to his wife. “When I spoke with King Reginald on the phone to inform him Abigail has been arrested for her involvement with Fynix’s kidnapping, he apologized profusely. He also repeatedly swore that he didn’t know his daughter was assisting the LLM.” The king considers his words for a moment before releasing a sigh. “I believe him. Reginald and I have been friends for a long time, and he has no reason to lie to me.”

      “Except to save his daughter’s hide.” Fyn’s voice comes strong and clear from where he stands on the opposite side of the room, any weakness completely gone from his voice—or, at least, well hidden.

      In the sleek black jacket of his naval uniform that fits him like a damn glove, Fyn is absolutely divine. Dressed for an event later today, Fyn didn’t want the media to get wind of how bad things were during his captivity and insisted on attending.

      And I let myself take him in—again—from the red stripe running up his leg, over the red and gold sash spanning his muscled chest, and across several medals pinned to his torso. I may not know what any of the medals mean, but I do know I want him out of that uniform as soon as possible. If he puts on the hat he has tucked under his arm, I might spontaneously combust right here sitting next to his mother.

      Fyn must be able to read my thoughts because he wears a naughty little smirk, despite the fact that we’re discussing the bitch who betrayed him so badly. He understands what the uniform does to me, but that will have to wait.

      He returns his focus to his father. “What Abigail has done could be considered an act of war. It puts him and Grandania in a very precarious position. Of course, he’s going to deny knowledge.”

      The king nods and waves a hand. “True, true. But he seemed sincere, and he indicated he would not try to intervene on her behalf when she faces punishment for her crimes here.”

      Fyn raises a brow. “He didn’t request any special treatment?”

      His father sighs. “He asked me to bear our friendship in mind when I sentenced Abigail, but he knows how badly she betrayed us all, including him.”

      King Reginald sounds like a good, kind man. If he truly wasn’t involved, I have to assume his daughter’s involvement in all this shames him and his country. “What are you going to do with her?”

      Maybe it isn’t my place to ask, but I’m curious all the same.

      Fyn’s father looks at me. “I don’t know yet. They’re attempting another interview with her today, to give her a chance to explain herself. From what we’ve been able to ascertain from some of the members of the LLM who were captured, she’s been involved with Lofton for some time…” He casts a quick glance at Fyn. “On a personal level. At the very least since last summer. It may have been what convinced her to betray us and her own father.”

      I glance at Fyn, expecting him to look pained by her actions, but he remains stoic. He never cared about Abigail, so it’s easy for him to dismiss it rather than dwell on it.

      “I’m sure you’ll make the right call, Father. But I think it wise we distance ourselves from Grandania and King Reginald, at least until we resolve Abigail’s sentence.”

      The king nods. “I agree. And I want you to know, I won’t let what she did go unpunished, no matter what blood she has running through her veins. She will spend the rest of her life in prison.”

      Fyn considers his father for a moment. “We can discuss the specifics later.” He flicks his gaze to me for a moment and smiles. “Right now, Father, Mother, Bridget and I have something we need to discuss with you.”

      Only a week ago, I never would have been allowed in here, in the King’s private office while they’re discussing affairs of state, but the kidnapping changed everything. And now, Fyn hopes he can also change their minds.

      When he told me of his idea and asked if I would accompany him to discuss it with his parents, there was no way I could say no, even if the thought of raising this with them makes my stomach churn.

      “Of course, son.” The king’s brow furrows. “What’s going on?”

      Fyn clears his throat and, while I register he’s nervous, I’m also proud that he doesn’t falter. His parents won’t be expecting this, and not knowing how they’ll react has left him on edge since he made this decision.

      “I have thought a lot about the movement and the reason behind it, and although I disagree with their tactics, the rationale behind their message isn’t entirely wrong.”

      I don’t understand how anyone can feel one ounce of sympathy or hold any understanding for the radicals who hurt him, but still, he looks at their fight without anger or bias.

      He’s a better person than I am, that’s for sure.

      I’d be bitter. I’d want my pound of flesh. I still want retribution. They could have taken Fyn away from me permanently.

      He might be able to forgive them, but I’m not as kind. That’s why he’s in line for the throne. I may not understand his reasoning, but Fynix believes this is the way forward for Lovolia, and I believe in him, so I’ll stand by him completely.

      His father raises an eyebrow. “What on earth do you mean? What is it you’re proposing?”

      Before Fyn can answer, a sharp knock sounds at the door.

      The king keeps his gaze locked on Fyn’s. “Enter!”

      Charles steps in, along with a handful of men and women whom I don’t recognize.

      The queen leans closer to me. “The King’s advisors.”

      They all bow to the king, queen, and Fyn before taking up the remaining seats in the room.

      “Good afternoon, Your Majesties, Your Highness.” Charles settles into one of the chairs. “We have arrived to discuss the culprits and their fates.”

      “Ah, well, you’re just in time. My son and I were discussing that very thing. Prince Fynix, please continue.” King Elander takes a seat behind his desk.

      He’s right—this is Prince Fynix. This isn’t the carefree, fun-loving Fyn. This is the side of him I haven’t really gotten to see until now.

      Fyn inclines his head toward Charles and the other advisors, acknowledging them. “I was telling the king that I believe the rebels, despite their many violent flaws, conveyed a legitimate message. One the monarchy must pay heed to. For Lovolia to return to the peace we are admired for, we must not ignore the unrest or sweep it under the carpet, nor can we put these citizens, however misplaced their anger may be, into jail and throw away the key.”

      “Sir”—Charles interrupts—“if I may, I believe they should be charged with treason.”

      Another advisor, an older woman with flawlessly coiffed white hair, nods in agreement. “They are terrorists and kidnapped the only heir to the throne. They should be executed.”

      The tension and heat rises in the office as the remaining advisors chime in and call for heads to roll.

      Fyn steps away from the wall and holds up a hand to silence them. “That’s not what I want, and that’s not what Lovolia needs.” He takes a deep breath, clearly trying to quell his growing frustration. “This is bigger than justice, and it is bigger than revenge. It is bigger than me.”

      He hangs his head in his hand and massages his temples. The dull, almost constant headache from the concussion still plagues him, along with the few residual cuts and bruises, which remind him things could have ended very differently. He looks exhausted but is determined to be heard.

      His father’s contemplative gaze hasn’t strayed far from him since he started talking. “What do you think, son? What is your opinion of this situation?”

      I wasn’t privy to the private conversations or meetings before the kidnapping, but something tells me that the king asking is a big step. A major one toward Fyn stepping into his future role.

      Fyn sighs and opens his eyes, looking at his father again. “I believe, if we charge them with treason and execute them, we are proving to our country that we’re the power-hungry, out-of-touch monsters they claim us to be.”

      “I agree with Fynix.” The words leave my mouth before I even realize I’ve said them. Summoning all my courage, I straighten my shoulders. “I have worked in PR for a long time, and I know I am not an expert on this country, but I am an expert on bad press. An execution of members of the LLM would send the wrong message, one that would only enflame those who are still out there.”

      The queen pats my leg and smiles.

      The king simply smiles and offers a slight nod in my direction. “Thank you, Miss Cavanaugh. We value your opinion on this subject.”

      They do?

      Here I thought I was overstepping and was about to be put in my place, but it seems the changes in my relationship with Fyn’s parents extend beyond just finally being cordial on a personal level.

      I offer him a slight bow. “Thank you, sir.”

      Charles sits slack jawed, looking from the three members of the Yates family to me, then back to the king. “They broke the law. They must be held accountable.” He shifts his attention to Fyn. “Prince Fynix, I don’t think you understand the gravity of this situation. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      I laugh mirthlessly.

      How fucking dare he?

      But Fyn isn’t deterred in the least. “You don’t think, after being held captive for three days, assaulted, bound by my wrists and ankles, tied to a chair, that I don’t understand the gravity of this situation? I can assure you, sir, I see it with the utmost clarity. It is you who cannot see—you who cannot move beyond your advantage. You’re looking out for your best interests, and that is fine. But it is my duty to protect Lovolia and consider the best interests of her citizens. Can you not see that we must be willing to make concessions? The times call for it; otherwise, we may have a revolt on our hands.”

      Grumbling fills the room from the advisors.

      All I want to do is stalk across the room and kiss Fyn right now.

      He’s so strong. So passionate.

      “A revolt?” Another male advisor scribbles on a notepad. “From where did you obtain this information?”

      Fyn tenses, clenching his fist at his side in irritation.

      Where the hell does this guy think he could have heard it if not while being held captive?

      “From my kidnappers.” He levels his gaze at the questioner. “They talked about the strength of their movement in front of me, quite freely. Most of the time, I suspect they assumed I was unconscious and, since I was in another room, they weren’t concerned with what I might overhear. But I did hear it. This problem isn’t going to diminish. If anything, this is just the beginning.”

      The king furrows his brow. “Fynix, are you suggesting we should abdicate the throne? Abandon everything our ancestors fought for, struggled for, and built for us, in the kingdom of Lovolia? You believe we should just turn our backs and walk away?”

      “That’s preposterous!” Charles shouts.

      Shut the fuck up, asshole.

      I have to bite my tongue to keep from actually saying it.

      Fyn shakes his head. “No, I’m not saying abdicate. I have no plans for abdication, but I must insist on a comprehensive re-structure of our constitution, or else I fear we will lose Lovolia altogether. As the king said, this is our legacy. I love my country. I will only ever want what is best for Lovolia. I am proposing we establish something new. Introduce elections, perhaps institute a parliament, and allow the people, our citizens, to have a say in how their lives are lived through a system of elected officials who can represent them and their interests. The Yates family would retain the crown, have powers of veto, and oversee the government. These are just some examples.”

      He waves one hand, pointing in a vaguely northern direction. “Take Great Britain, for example. It suits them well. They maintain a constitutional monarchy and are governed by a democratically elected parliament. Of course, it will take time to implement, and there will be many details to work out.”

      In his element, Fynix paces the room. “I am convinced recent events were only the beginning. If we ignore their voices and bury our heads in the sand, we may be reduced to ruling an empty kingdom.”

      I could watch him like this all day. Passionate for his people. Demanding what he knows is right.

      I fight the urge to jump to my feet and give him a standing ovation.

      Fynix is magnificent, and one day soon, the man I love will change the world for the better. He just has to convince these old codgers to get on board.

      The king stares at his son for a moment, pride and something else in his matching blue gaze. “I never thought I’d be saying this. A month ago, even days ago, I could not have imagined it, but Prince Fynix may be right.”

      An audible gasp ripples around the group of advisors.

      Charles shakes visibly, anger turning his face puce. “You cannot be entertaining this idea seriously, Sir?”

      The older Yates considers it for a moment, drumming his fingers on his desk. “I almost lost my son, my only child and heir to the throne, to a group of people who want what most citizens in most countries in this world have—a voice in how their lives are regulated. Is it really too much to ask?” He holds up a hand to prevent Charles interrupting. “That was a rhetorical question. There’s a reason absolute monarchies are dwindling, and that’s because people are no longer prepared to accept that one person wields all the power. Unfortunately, Fynix has experienced first-hand the lengths disgruntled citizens will go to be heard, as did the innocents who lost their lives in the bombings. I don’t want anyone else to suffer because we are unwilling even to consider change.”

      He looks to the queen, who offers him a loving smile.

      “I agree with King Elander and our son. This is a proposal we ought to, at the very least, examine. If we do not, every life in Lovolia is at risk.”

      I may not fully comprehend or agree with all of Fyn’s reasoning, but I can agree with his mother on this.

      The violence will continue.

      And I won’t risk losing Fyn again.
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      The long corridor leading to the balcony stretches out in front of us, and staff members chatter to our left and right, clipboards in hand and radios at the ready to alert the film crew to our approach. The guards’ footsteps echo off the marble floors along with ours, and the closer we get to our final destination, the more I know I need a moment alone with Bridget.

      Who knows when we’ll have another one after this?

      Things have been so busy, I feel like I’ve barely seen her lately—but it’s all for a good reason. One I am about to announce today.

      I pull her to a stop and wave off the guards and the staff who all dash around the corner to give us a bit of privacy. Lev smirks, but dutifully steps to the side to wait for when we’re ready to proceed. He’ll likely give me shit later for delaying my appearance and making everyone outside wait, but that’s one of the perks of being a prince. It almost helps make up for all the things that make it such a trying job.

      And it is a job—one I am finally comfortable with, after years of fighting tooth and nail against the expectations.

      That has a lot to do with age and maturity, but even more to do with the woman on my arm.

      Bridget squeezes my arm with hers and asks the question she’s been dying to since we woke in each other’s arms this morning. “Are you nervous?”

      Today has been a long time coming, months of research, meetings, and arguments behind closed doors have culminated in this. It’s finally happening, despite all the hurdles we had to jump over and hoops we’ve leapt through.

      Maybe I should be nervous, but instead, excitement rushes through my veins. A feeling of knowing the future is laid out before me and there is nothing but good things to look forward to.

      “No. Are you?” I push a lock of her hair behind her ear and drop a small kiss on her perfect pouty lips.

      I could kiss these lips all damn day.

      She raises an eyebrow and points to her chest. “Why would I be nervous? I’m not the one about to give a speech to thousands of people…live.”

      I tickle her side before anyone comes around the corner to see how inappropriately I’m touching my girlfriend in public. “Are you trying to make me nervous?”

      “Of course not.”

      She laughs as though it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard. The sound echoes around the high ceilings, and it’s such a juxtaposition to the stuffy, formal surroundings, that it’s pure music to my ears. A reminder of just how needed someone like Bridget is in a life like this.

      God, I fucking love this woman.

      More and more every damn day.

      Every kiss makes me fall harder for her.

      The road to this moment may have been bumpy for both of us, but falling in love with Bridget Cavanaugh has been the greatest journey of my life. I wouldn’t change it for anything—except maybe the abduction part. If there had been another way to bring her and Mother together and to rid Lovolia of the extremists within the LLM, I would take it.

      “I’m glad to hear you’re not nervous because I would be a damn wreck.” She chuckles and presses a hand over her stomach. “What’s your plan afterward? I’m hungry.”

      I grip her hand a little tighter, so thankful to have her by my side. Her support and encouragement are everything to me. Only she could bring up dinner plans when I’m about to make this announcement, one that will change Lovolia forever.

      “I told you that you should have eaten more at breakfast.” I grin at her. “But my plan? To go out there and sell them on the idea of a new government, and then, maybe we ride over to Elysium for a couple of days. I can make you a pizza. How does that sound?”

      Fucking incredible to me.

      It’s been far too long since we’ve been able to get away to the beach house. All the meetings, the endless debating, the weighing of pros and cons of every suggestion, has taken its toll on me…and us.

      Finally dealing with Lofton and Abigail in the last few weeks, sending them off to prison for decades for their roles in the bombings and my kidnapping, felt like one form of closure.

      Watching Abigail squirm under my glare, hearing her break down into a blubbering mess when she realized she was going to prison for treason, that her royal title and daddy wouldn’t save her, felt like a major victory that was a long time coming. Even when she tried to twist the story to convince us she had been manipulated by Lofton and tricked into believing she was doing what was right for the people of Lovolia, I didn’t feel an ounce of sympathy for her. And when Lofton so easily turned on her, threw her under the bus and pointed a finger at her for being the mastermind of the bombings and my kidnapping, it was the ultimate victory.

      Today will be another.

      Closing the door on one part of my life and opening one to a new part.

      I’m ready for some respite, ready to relax with Bridget. Ready to do so many damn things to her.

      Who would have thought building a constitutional monarchy would be so time consuming?

      Breaking through the initial backlash from Father’s various advisors drained me more than I anticipated. Weeks of arguments exacerbated my headaches. Thankfully, once we got everyone on board, and they conceded it was the only way to maintain the home we’ve built here and ensure the safety of the Lovolian citizens, our discussions flowed more easily.

      Now, it falls on my shoulders to announce it to the entire country.

      Then go make Bridget pizza…

      Her green eyes widen at the suggestion. “Can I get pineapple on mine?”

      “No.” I shake my head, playfully tugging her against me. “Absolutely not, you monster. Do you think I would put a pineapple pizza in our twenty-thousand-dollar pizza oven?”

      Bridget’s mouth falls open. “Please tell me you didn’t spend that kind of money on a pizza oven.”

      I lean in and brush my lips across hers. “Was it the best pizza that you’ve ever had?”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      “No buts. It is worth every penny.”

      “Sir”—Jonathan peeks around the corner and hustles over to us, looking every bit his role as press secretary, glancing at his watch anxiously—“they’re ready when you are.”

      He bows and heads to the end of the hall where a mass of Lovolians wait for me. The roar of the crowd carries through the open double doors.

      My people.

      At least, they will be. Eventually.

      Tension builds in my shoulders. The nerves I told Bridget I didn’t have start to manifest. This is a monumental change for everyone in Lovolia. If things go wrong, I will be the one responsible, given this is my brilliant idea. Despite my belief that, once implemented, things will run smoothly and Lovolia will be all the better for it, there’s always that chance they won’t.

      “Okay, now I’m a trifle anxious, love.” The confession alone helps ease my rattled nerves.

      “You’ll be great. Don’t worry, Fyn. Lovolia will be thankful for this change that you championed.”

      I dip my head to kiss her luscious lips. “I hope you’re right.”

      “Of course, I am.” She smiles at me again and flutters her lashes, somehow a complete smartass at the same time as she looks so beautiful and innocent.

      God knows the innocent part isn’t true.

      I grasp her firm arse and slap it hard, the sound reverberating slightly, earning a chuckle from Lev on the other side of the corridor. “You’ll be eating the pizza naked so I can have you for dessert.”

      A tiny moan slips from her lips, and her fingers clutch my suit lapels. She shifts her body against mine, purposefully brushing her thigh against my cock that needs to remain in check before I go out there.

      Releasing her, I grin, knowing I’ve already turned her on. “Wait here, love. I’ll see you in a few.”

      She shakes her head slightly, as though attempting to clear the haze. “Break a leg.”

      I take a step away, and Bridget swats my butt hard enough that I jerk forward with a strangled yelp. Several of the guards start to rush forward, but Lev steps up and raises his palm to stop them, offering them a dirty look. They know Bridget is free to manhandle me anytime she sees fit.

      Often…hopefully.

      Lev offers me a nod, the words unspoken. He knows how hard I’ve worked, how hard everyone has worked, to get to this point and how big a day it is for Lovolia. I incline my head to him in acknowledgement and thanks for saving my fucking arse more times than I can count before I pause just inside the double doors and draw in a lungful of the fresh ocean-scented air.

      This is it.

      The culmination of long months of hard work, to inform Lovolia their entire country is about to change…for the better.

      I step out onto the second-story balcony and into the mid-day sun. Squinting, I wave at the thousands of people cheering below me—and the ones watching the live broadcast from their businesses and homes.

      Typically, as the king and face of Lovolia, Father would be the one making these formal speeches, and I’ve kept a relatively low profile since the kidnapping, focusing my time and energy on Bridget, and on ensuring we get this transition right, so their eagerness to see me and hear what I have to say shouldn’t surprise me. Yet their welcome warms my heart, making it swell with pride.

      These people have been through a lot over the last several months. They’ve lost loved ones, seen their country unravel, faced an uncertain future, but today, I hope to ease their worries and ensure the future of Lovolia is only bright and fruitful.

      I step up to the podium, and within a few seconds, the cheers die down. To be here on this balcony, giving my first speech to the nation from the same spot where I have watched Father, and Grandfather before him, stand for years is almost dream-like. A glimpse of what’s to come in my not-too-distant future—as long as all goes to plan.

      “Citizens of Lovolia, it is an honor to stand here today, my heart full of love for you, for this country…”

      The gathered masses cheer, and I pause for a moment to give the noise a chance to abate before I continue. This is too important for anyone to miss what I have to say.

      “…and, as most of you already know, for my Bridget.”

      More cheers ring out, and I look over my shoulder at Bridget standing on the other side of the doors, her hand on her heart, tears already shimmering in her eyes even though I’ve barely begun my speech.

      Now comes the crucial part.

      I steady myself, trying my best to appear like I know what the hell I’m doing when really, I’m a mess of nerves.

      “Several years ago, a political movement began, one which, recently, became more prominent. It was a call for democracy, and of course, we welcomed any political debate. But a few months ago, things took a violent turn, and innocent lives were lost. Immense damage was caused not only to the people of this country but to the very core of Lovolia.”

      I swallow through the emotion clogging my throat in memory of those who died because the LLM took things too far, but I can’t succumb to my anger or my hurt when I have such a pivotal message to convey.

      “While neither Their Majesties, nor I, condone the brutality, the motivation behind their message moved me, nonetheless. The world is changing. What was successful two or three centuries ago is no longer applicable in a modern society, and it is time for Lovolia to evolve. Effective one year from today, Lovolia will become a constitutional monarchy. This means the Yates family will remove itself from any open political decision-making. Those decisions that affect your day-to-day lives will be handled by a government and a parliament, which we, the citizens of Lovolia, will elect.”

      I look out over the massive applauding crowd, seeing the smiling faces, people laughing in delight, and sharing hugs.

      This is my Lovolia. The one I love. Not one twisted by dissent or outrage. Not one where the streets aren’t safe, and our subjects unhappy.

      “I hope you all are as excited for these reforms as my family and I are, but there is one more significant revision, confirmed mere moments ago.” I glance inside again, and Bridget waves, totally oblivious to where this is going. “Bridget, please join me.”

      The crowd erupts into applause and more cheers, the cacophony reverberating off the walls.

      Bridget has remained out of the spotlight since our little airport scene, rarely making public appearances and never giving interviews. Not because she didn’t want to, but because we’ve been embroiled in trying to make this a reality. It has only spawned even more interest in the American who has stolen the Lovolian prince’s heart.

      Without moving, Bridget shakes her head and mouths, “No.”

      She tries to retreat but bumps into Lev behind her. He nudges her forward with a grin, and I can’t help but laugh watching her glower at him over her shoulder where no one else can see.

      “Bridget, please…”

      “Bridget! Bridget! Bridget!” The crowd chants her name, their volume rising as more voices join in.

      Another laugh slips from my lips, amplified by the mic on the podium.

      Fucking brilliant.

      Scarlet faced, Bridget inches out onto the balcony, and the moment the citizens of Lovolia see her, madness ensues. Shouts, cheers, and applause reach deafening levels, and I stretch out my hand to her. As she has so many times in the past, she puts hers in mine, and everything seems right in my world.

      I draw her gently to stand beside me, and though I didn’t think it possible, her face reddens even more.

      She’s adorable.

      “Everyone, this is Bridget. Bridget, this is everyone.”

      Bridget waves shyly, and the crowd, as I did so easily, falls madly in love her—as they should. This woman is everything Lovolia and I need—kind, generous, intelligent, and sexy as hell—though, that last part is purely for me.

      “There was a law, which stipulated a prince had to marry a member of another royal family. I am delighted to report that law was abolished today. Furthermore, I am formally announcing my engagement to Bridget Cavanaugh.”

      I take Bridget’s hand and kiss the back of it while the crowd chants, “kiss her” over and over.

      Who am I to deny the citizens of Lovolia?

      Dragging Bridget up against me, I kiss her soundly, then nuzzle into her ear so she can hear me over the crowd. “I love you, Bridget, and I am sorry this has been so royally complicated.”
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      “How does this thing go on?” Daphne fumbles with the veil, failing to secure it to my intricate bun in truly epic fashion. “This seems wrong, and I am scared to death that I will mess up your hair.”

      Me too.

      After sitting for hours this morning having it styled, I know how long it would take to fix it if Daph messes it up, and we don’t have enough time before the ceremony.

      Maybe I should have taken Melinda up on her offer to attach the veil earlier, but I didn’t want to wear it around in the bridal suite at Alodia Cathedral for two hours before the time came to finally walk down the aisle.

      In hindsight, and mere minutes away from the biggest moment of my life, desperation and four painful pokes to the head from Daphne prove I made the wrong decision.

      Daphne offers me a smile I’m sure is intended to calm me, but I know her well enough to see the panic in her gaze. “Mira! We need you!”

      Mira glances over from where she fiddles with the bouquet, her eyes widening when she sees our debacle. “Oh, dear.”

      A knock sounds on the door, and before anyone can get up to answer it, it swings open and the queen stands just outside in the hall, several guards at either side and her back.

      I hop up from my seat and bow, as do Mira and Daphne, who is finally starting to get a hang of the procedures and protocols after a week here.

      “Your Majesty…” I stand and take in my future mother-in-law

      She looks absolutely regal today in a navy-blue A-line dress that ties in a perfect bow on one side and just barely sweeps the floor. It pairs perfectly with the crown sitting in her blond hair, one of the ones I admired the day she told me I’d never have one.

      Am I really about to become a princess?

      The whole “royal title” thing is going to take some time to get used to, and I may never fully become accustomed to people bowing to me. No matter what honorific may be in front of my name after today, I’ll always just be Bridget from Colorado.

      The queen smiles at me, her warm gaze traveling over my dress and hair. “Bridget, you look stunning. I’m sorry if I’m intruding, but I wanted to bring you something, and I hope that you might do me the honor of wearing it.”

      What could the queen possibly have for me?

      Fyn’s parents have already been so generous in paying for this entire extravagant wedding. If it were up to Fyn and me, we would have been married in a small, private ceremony on our beach, that special place where we first met, but, since Fynix is the heir to the throne and Lovolia’s favorite royal, a big to-do with all the pomp and circumstance is good for all of Lovolia. Especially after the last year of trying to rebuild this nation. The recent election of Lovolia’s first prime minister is a start, but this wedding, seeing their prince wed a commoner, is another step in the right direction.

      Queen Elizabeth smiles and flips open a black velvet box in her hands.

      A collective gasp fills the room.

      The crown sparkles under the lights, practically blinding me with its beauty.

      “This is the crown I wore on the day I wed Fynix’s father, the same one his mother wore, and her mother before her as far back as its crafting in 1782. It is priceless in so many ways, least of which is monetary value. It has been handed down through the generations, and now, I would like you to have it.”

      So many things have stunned me speechless since meeting Fyn, but this renders me utterly incapable of thinking, let alone forming words.

      “I-I don’t know what to say…except that I am so honored. Thank you.”

      Holy shit.

      I’m going to have this on my head.

      The queen motions for me to retake my seat in front of the mirror. “I can help you get the crown and the veil into place. I’m an old pro by this point.”

      She smiles and grips my hand for a moment before moving toward the table scattered with all the makeup and hair products the stylist and makeup artist left for me in case I needed to touch up.

      “Thank you. We were having a little trouble with it.” I cast a look at Daphne who just shrugs as if asking “what did you expect?” “Neither of us have ever had to do this before.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I don’t have a daughter of my own, so I am happy to gain you as one and be able to help you with all the planning.” She glances over at Mira and Daphne. “Mira, Daphne, would you ladies mind giving me just a moment alone with my future daughter-in-law, please?”

      Oh shit. What did I say or do wrong?

      There are so many intricacies I may never fully understand or remember. Even after a year, I still haven’t managed to perfect them all.

      Mira nods. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      She and Daphne both bow before they exit, leaving me alone with the woman who not so very long ago wanted nothing more than to send me packing back to America. So much changed after Fyn’s kidnapping—for the better. Dare I say we’ve even become friends? But my stomach still churns as my mind races with all the ways I may have offended someone today already.

      I meet her gaze in the mirror. “Did I…do something wrong?”

      She takes the crown from the box and secures it to my head with a couple of pins. The weight of all the priceless diamonds I’ll be wearing for the next few hours threatens to crush me.

      No pressure there.

      “Of course not, dear. I just wanted a minute alone with you.” She fiddles with the pins, adjusting them slightly. “I wanted you to understand that getting to know you has been my privilege, and I am so happy my son found you. One day, you will be the greatest queen Lovolia has ever known. Do you want to know how I know that?”

      Her eyes meet my teary ones in the mirror.

      I will not cry and mess up my makeup.

      “How?” I ask around the lump of emotions lodged in my throat.

      “It’s how you love my son and support him and all the things so important to him without losing sight of yourself or who you are. I couldn’t wish for anyone more perfect for my son, and we are all the better for having you in our family.”

      I can’t fight it anymore, and the tears begin to trickle down my cheeks. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “Please, call me Elizabeth when we are in an informal setting. And I hope one day, if I earn that sacred title and you want the same, you will consider me your mother, as well, because I do love you, Bridget. Thank you for loving my son, and his not-always-easy-to-manage parents. I know your parents are so proud of the woman you are because they are with you, Bridget. In every heartbeat, they are with you, and you carry them everywhere you go.”

      She kisses my cheek and I turn in my seat and hug her for the first time ever. All the protocols and restrictions don’t matter in this moment. She squeezes me back, then pulls away slightly to look down at me.

      “Thank you, Elizabeth. I am honored to be a part of your family, and I love you, too.”

      “Now…” She swipes at a stray tear falling from her eye and pats my shoulder. “Let’s get you ready.”

      The queen grabs the veil and nestles it expertly behind the crown, then flips it over to cover my face. When she’s done, and I stand to take in my reflection in the mirror, I can hardly believe what I see. The long-sleeved lace dress hugs every curve until the bodice meets my waist and floats out like a satin and tulle cloud with a slight train that flows behind me.

      A sharp knock sounds before the door opens and Daphne and Mira reenter.

      Daphne stops in her tracks, her eyes locked on me. “You look amazing.”

      Mira nods, wiping her own tears away. “You do. And it’s time, Your Majesty. We need everyone in their places.”

      With a parting smile, the queen steps from the room and joins the king waiting just outside. He smiles at me and mouths, “you look stunning.” And the tears threaten again, but I manage to blink them away so as not to ruin my makeup completely.

      Daphne darts ahead of us to take her place at the altar, led by one of Fyn’s cousins visiting from England, and Mira leads us from the room and into the foyer of the church where my escort awaits. My heart hammers in my chest, but not because I'm afraid. I'm just happy this moment is finally here.

      I’m about to walk down the aisle and marry Fyn.

      “You know…” Lev steps up on my left and offers me his arm. “It’s not too late to change your mind. Run off with me instead.”

      I grin at him and playfully elbow his ribs. “I’m pretty confident Fyn would have a word or two to say about that.”

      Lev leans in. “He’d have to find us first.”

      Our shared laughter helps release some of the tension that’s been building in my body all morning. After waiting so long for this, wondering if the day would ever come, I’m finally here, on the arm of my soon-to-be husband’s best friend who is walking me down the aisle to marry the man of my dreams.

      Not having Dad here to do the honors or Mom sitting in the front pew makes this moment bittersweet, but Lev and Mira have taken up their positions without a second thought, giving me all the love and strength, they would have offered if they could be here themselves.

      But I know they are—in my heart.

      The cathedral doors open, and the hundreds of people gathered to celebrate this monumental occasion with us rise to their feet, turning to face me. But my eyes are locked on only one person.

      Prince Fynix Michael Elander Yates stands on the dais, his blue eyes shimmering with tears, a crooked smile tilting his lips.

      With him waiting for me, everything is right with the world.

      Sometimes, everything we thought we wanted has to fall apart, so everything we need can fall into place. And that is precisely how fate led me to my prince.

      The procession music starts, and Lev leads me up the long, crimson aisle runner, closer and closer to my destiny.  Fyn steps down and takes my hand, pulling it to his mouth to press a kiss on the top of it, never taking his eyes off me.

      “You are breathtaking, love.”

      There isn’t any point in trying to fight the tears now. They fall freely as I scan him from head to toe, the uniform he knows I love so much hugging his toned frame perfectly.

      “You clean up pretty good yourself, Your Highness.”

      He grins and leads me up the steps to our places in front of the officiant. The words coming from the old man’s mouth all blend together. Fyn stands stiffly beside me, squeezing my hand gently, the only thing that keeps me grounded enough to stay upright through the ceremony that seems to drag on forever.

      Finally, he looks to Fyn. “It is now time to exchange vows.”

      Fyn turns to fully face me, and I do the same. He takes both my hands in his and sucks in a deep breath before he begins.

      “Bridget, from the first moment I caught you trespassing on my beach, I knew you were trouble.” A playful grin pulls at the corner of his mouth. “I just never realized how much. You came into my life like a monstrous wave and dragged me under, drowning me with your sweetness, your sass, your love and affection. I promise to always, always, always put you first, no matter what it might cost me. Because there’s no one else on this earth I’d rather share this adventure with, no matter how royally complicated it might be.”

      He inhales sharply, trying to find his composure before continuing.

      “I Fynix, take you, Bridget, to be my wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward; for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part; according to God’s holy law. In the presence of God, I make this vow.”

      Tears blur my vision, and I try to blink them away long enough to really look into the eyes of the man who just said such beautiful words. My chest tightens, unsure if I can say anything that even remotely tells him how much he means to me.

      “Fynix, every little girl dreams of marrying a prince, of becoming a real-life princess. But I never did. You and your world overwhelmed me and almost scared me away several times, but you were always there to bring me back down to earth, to show me that none of this matters in the end. All that does is us and what we are to each other.” I swallow a sob that tries to climb up my throat. “And you are nothing less than everything to me. From the minute I saw you riding the waves on that fateful day, I knew you would always hold my heart, and today I give it to you forever. You are my ultimate adventure.”

      I squeeze his hands, watching his own tears flow the same way mine are.

      “I Bridget, take you, Fynix, to be my husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward; for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part; according to God’s holy law. In the presence of God, I make this vow.”

      Lev steps forward and flips open a box with the ring.

      Fyn takes it with a nod to his best friend and turns back to me, slipping it on my finger with trembling hands. “With this ring, I thee wed; with my body I thee honor; and all my worldly goods with thee I share: in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”

      I turn back to Daphne, who passes me the simple gold band for Fyn, and I slip it on his finger, trying to keep from becoming a blubbering mess. “With this ring, I thee wed; with my body I thee honor; and all my worldly goods with thee I share: in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”

      The officiant raises his hands to the congregation. “Those whom God hath joined together let no man put asunder.”

      His remaining words go in one ear and out the other, my only focus the crystal blue eyes staring back at me filled with love and promises for the future I know we’ll have together because after all we’ve been through, there is absolutely nothing that could ever pull us apart.

      Fyn leans in and stops just short of kissing me. We had discussed whether or not to stick with tradition and share our first kiss as husband and wife outside on the steps with the public gathered there rather than here, but we never came to a decision.

      “Well, my princess, shall I plunder you here or outside?”

      I grin at him and lean even closer. “You can plunder me anywhere and everywhere you want.”

      His lips hit mine with a force so fierce, I would have fallen back if his strong arms didn’t wrap around me and pull me to him at the same time.

      This kiss seals our fate and our future—one that hopefully won’t be so royally complicated.
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        FYNIX

      

      

      The orchestra plays another lively tune, and I spin Bridget across the dance floor toward the less populated side of the ballroom so I can slide my hands down and grope her ass over all the tulle without being seen by so many people.

      She jerks in my hold and lets out a mock gasp of surprise, quickly scanning the room around us. “Your Highness! That type of lewd behavior is completely unacceptable in the halls of this palace.”

      I grin at her and lean in closer, dragging her against me as tightly as possible. “If you think that was lewd, you haven't seen anything yet, love.”

      “Oh, that definitely was lewd, sir”—she glances around us again, zeroing in on where Mother and Father stand chatting on the other side of the dance floor—“but not as much as your behavior in the carriage on the way back here from the church.”

      My cock stirs to life just thinking about reaching up under her billowing skirts and sliding my fingers into her slick heat. I almost blew my load right then and there, the combination of feeling how wet she was and the emotions flooding me since seeing her walk down that aisle.

      It was like the entire world stopped for that moment in time. Each step she took toward me, our future flashed before my eyes—one full of laughter and love and all the other beautiful things she’s brought into my stuffy, constrained life.

      I brush my lips to her ear, pressing my hand against her exposed lower back, her warm skin sending a little rush through my body. “I would have done a hell of a lot more if there had been any way to without being caught on camera or seen by the citizens lining the streets.”

      So much more.

      Even with the gathered crowd and media coverage, it took every ounce of restraint I possessed not to drop to my knees, lift her skirts, and bury my face in her cunt. After spending last night in separate rooms, my entire body screamed for her, just as it does now. I can’t wait to get her away from here and to Grandmother’s villa in Italy for a few weeks of just the two of us alone.

      Finally alone.

      I press my erection into her, against the tight corset portion of her dress. “How long do you think it would take someone to notice if we slipped away to the Reading Room so I could have my way with you before we're stuck here for countless hours this evening, entertaining all these people?”

      She drags her head back and giggles. “Well, Your Highness, I'm not sure. How much time do you think you need?”

      My sweet wife just threw down.

      I issue a low, playful growl and nip at her ear sharply. She releases a tiny yelp that draws curious looks from two of the couples dancing near us, but I offer them my best, most princely smile and spin her away from them across the dance floor and closer to a route of escape.

      We’ve only made it an hour into the reception, with plans for it to last well into the evening. There’s no way I’ll make it if I don’t get this need for her out of my system first. By the time we got to cutting the cake, I would likely bend her over the table and tear through her knickers to jam my cock into her while everyone watches and claps, enjoying the vanilla and Bavarian cream masterpiece chef created for the occasion.

      Bridget tightens her hold on me as we approach the door, warning me of someone approaching. I turn my head to find Mira making her way across the dance floor, amusement sparkling in her eyes.

      She stops in front of us and grins. “It looks like you two could use a little alone time.”

      Spot-on assessment, Mira.

      Bridget gapes at her, mocking innocence she certainly doesn’t possess. “I'm not sure what you mean, Mira?”

      The old woman tries to contain a laugh. “Why don't you two go look for Lev? I haven't seen him in a while. That will give you an excuse to get out of here.”

      One we desperately need.

      These types of soirées are agonizing on the best of days and being the focus of it doesn’t make it any better. Hundreds of people mill about the ballroom, drinking and dancing, schmoozing and either having a grand time or doing a damn good job of faking it.

      That’s one thing I’ll never have to do with Bridget. I never have to lie or pretend to be something or someone I’m not around her. She has accepted me as Fyn and Fynix, and I will do everything in my power to ensure she never feels out of place or unloved a single day for the rest of her life.

      I mouth, “thank you,” to Mira and turn to shift Bridget in front of me so no one notices the very apparent erection straining against the front of my black uniform pants. The last thing I need on our wedding day is a scandal because the prince was walking around with his cock as hard as granite.

      Wrapping my arm around Bridget’s waist to keep her back pressed to me, I urge her down the hallway and away from the party as quickly as I reasonably can without drawing attention to us.

      She giggles and glances over her shoulder at me. “Are we really doing this?”

      I lean in and kiss her behind the ear. “Doing what love? Getting married? Because if you have cold feet, it's a tad late for that.”

      She playfully swats at my hand wrapped around her. “No, sneaking away to have sex during our wedding reception.”

      “We certainly aren't the first people to do that, love.”

      “No, but most people don't have dignitaries from the most powerful countries in the world at their wedding or parents who are a king and queen, either.”

      Smartass.

      I glance backward to ensure we aren't being followed, then step to her side and take her hand in mine to drag her quickly along the corridor. “None of those people give a bloody fuck about what we're doing right now. They're here to give their congratulations and make appearances. Believe me, if they had their choice, they wouldn't come to this at all.”

      “Still…” Bridget worries her lip between her teeth, scanning behind us again. “What if someone comes looking for us?”

      Her concern tugs at my chest. This is supposed to be fun. Wild. Carefree. Like we were our first night together. The last thing she should be doing is worrying.

      I pull her to a stop outside the closed Reading Room doors and take her face between my palms. “If anyone comes looking for us, Mira will run interference, and remember, we're looking for Lev.”

      “Where did he go anyway? It seems odd for him to disappear in the middle of the party.”

      “I don’t know.” I lean in and press my lips against hers to silence her, backing her against the door as I fumble behind her for the handle. “I'm not worried about what Lev is doing right now. He's an adult and is more than capable of taking care of himself, but now, I need to take care of you.” I grind my hard cock against her. “And this.”

      She giggles and wraps her arms around my neck, holding me against her as I scramble to locate the knob without any luck. Somehow, the door swings open behind her, and she stumbles backward. Only my arm around her keeps us both from falling completely.

      Daphne stands with her hand on the doorknob, eyes wide, staring at us. “Shit. I'm sorry.” She quickly runs her hands over her disheveled blond hair. “I didn't know anyone was there. Are you all right?”

      I release a sigh and pull my mouth away from Bridget's. “Just fine, love. What are you doing in here?”

      She quickly glances over her shoulder into the darkness and adjusts one of the long lace sleeves of her blush-colored gown. “Just needed a little break from the madness.” She plasters on a smile. “Diplomats and royalty”—she rolls her eyes—“you know what I mean, but I’m good now.” Daphne points at us as she brushes past us into the hallway. “You two, good?”

      Bridget nods but narrows her eyes at her best friend.

      Over the course of the last year during Daphne's several visits, I've come to know her well and would like to think I'm fairly good at reading the woman. And right now, she's definitely acting strange.

      Something my bride seems to be picking up on as well. “Daphne, what's going on?”

      She shakes her head and continues to retreat, doing her best to look innocent. “Nothing. You two go have fun”—she waves her hands—“doing whatever it is you were about to do. I'll make sure no one comes looking for you guys.”

      Before we can continue to question her, she gives us her back and dashes away toward the reception, her long gown trailing slightly behind her on the rug.

      I turn back to Bridget and raise a brow. “That was strange.”

      She nods, watching her best friend scurry down the corridor. “Most definitely.”

      “What do you suppose—”

      “That woman is a lunatic!” Lev’s voice has both me and Bridget jerking our heads toward the darkness of the Reading Room.

      He approaches the light streaming in through the open door, adjusting his tie and his wrinkled white button-down shirt.

      What the hell?

      “Lev, what's going on?”

      His hard brown eyes meet mine, and a muscle in his clenched jaw tics. “Nothing you need to be concerned about.”

      Bridget opens her mouth. “But—”

      Lev cuts her a look that silences her immediately and stalks past us, his entire body rigid, and putting off a “don’t fuck with me right now” vibe anyone would pick up on.

      Bridget and I watch him retreat in the opposite direction of Daphne and the party, then she turns to me.

      “Did those two just…?”

      I shake my head. “I don't know.”

      “They’ve never exactly seemed to get along.”

      “No. I wouldn't say they've hit it off.”

      When she's been here, if anything, they've butted heads hard enough to leave permanent marks on each other. Lev doesn’t seem to appreciate Daphne’s outgoing, loud personality, and Daphne can’t stand how uptight and stoic Lev is most of the time.

      “But really, Bridg, I don't care what Lev and Daphne were up to.” I grind my still-hard cock against her and back her farther into the Reading Room so I can close the door behind us. “I have other things on my mind.”

      Things far more important than what our best friends were doing alone together in a dark room. I’m much more concerned about what we can do in one.

      I walk her backward until her ass hits the massive polished wooden table in the center of the room and lift her to set her on the edge of it. The tulle and train of her wedding gown halo around her like a cloud. Perfect for the angel in my life.

      If it weren’t for this woman, I’d still be bitter and lost. But she is the flame, and I am the moth. She lit my way to freedom, and I would burn to ashes to get one touch of her.

      I kiss her again, deeply, savoring the way she clings to me as her nails bite into my neck. “Don't leave any marks, love. That would be harder to explain than our absence.”

      She giggles again, the sound so light and carefree that it almost brings tears to my eyes again. “So, this is it.”

      “This is what, love?”

      In the darkness, her green eyes still shimmer as she looks up at me. “Our first time together as husband and wife.”

      I waggle my eyebrows at her. “My first time fucking a princess.”

      She releases a fit of laughter that echoes around the room and quickly clamps her hand over her mouth. “Shit. What if somebody heard me?”

      Leaning in, I stop with my lips just short of hers. “I don't give a fuck if anyone hears us, Bridget. You've just made me the happiest man on the earth. And now, I'm going to make you the happiest woman.”

      Nothing but love shines back at me in her gaze. “You already have.”

      I chuckle and slowly brush my thumb across her lips. Her tongue snakes out to touch it and a zap of electricity goes straight to my cock.

      “I know a way to make you happier, love.”

      She releases a breathy sigh. “Yes, you do.”

      “Tell me what you want, Bridget.”

      It’s the same question I asked her the night at the gazebo, the one that’s so essential to everything that makes us work.

      She tangles her fingers in my hair and holds my face to hers. “What I've always wanted, Your Highness. You.”

      “And you have me, love…forever.”

      Even when it’s beyond complicated…
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        * * *

      

      We hope you enjoyed Royally Complicated. You can read Lev and Daphne’s steamy enemies to lovers story in Russian and Royally Complicated, the final book in The Crowned Hearts Series, available now at all retailers!
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      Get your copy: books2read.com/RussianandRoyallyComplicated

      To stay up to date on news, sales, and releases from Gwyn, join her newsletter here: www.gwynmcnamee.com/newsletter
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        One night of passion leaves her professor wanting more...

      

        

      
        It was meant to be easy, go out, have fun, and let loose. Until Becky met him… He took her breath away and gave her everything she could have ever wanted.

      

        

      
        But when morning comes, she finds out that her dream man is a professor at her college, she’s left with no alternative but to walk away.

      

        

      
        He knew the moment he saw her she was something special…

      

        

      
        But she’s forbidden, off-limits, it’s against policy. For Easton he doesn’t care. He wants Becky and he’s going to get her anyway he can.

      

        

      
        Their night of passion has left more than a mark on their hearts…
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            BECKY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Becky,” Cassie whines. “Come on, please?”

      I shake my head, I will not bow down to her pouty lips and sorrow filled wide eyes. “Cas, you know how much I despise frat parties. There’s not a chance in hell that I’ll be attending this one,” I tell her as I go back to reading my smutty romance book.

      I’m unlike most college kids, I don’t like partying and I hate being social. I’d rather curl up and read. I’ve been this way since as long as I can remember

      “You haven’t been listening to me, have you?” she gripes, I glance up at her to see that she’s standing over me with her hands on her hips.

      “Sorta,” I reply with a small smile.

      She shakes her head. “No you weren’t. You heard the word party and immediately thought the worst. How long have we known each other?”

      “Too long,” I murmur and shriek as she hits me with her pillow. “Since kindergarten.”

      She nods. “Exactly. When have I ever steered you wrong?”

      I raise a brow. “Um, does Mrs. Burrow ring a bell?”

      Her eyes widen at my words. “That was a mistake, one that I’ll take to the grave.”

      I bite my lip to stifle the laughter. “Cas, you dragged me out with you to go see The Rock Goddesses—we never got to see them, I might add—we got drunk and you ran over Mrs. Burrow’s cat.”

      She raises a hand. “And as I said, it was a mistake, one that I gravely regret.”

      “Say that to poor Mildred.”

      Her nose scrunches up in disgust. “What was she thinking, naming her cat Mildred?”

      “The poor woman was never the same.”

      She narrows her eyes. “You’re deflecting from the point,” she says as she straightens herself. “We are not going to a party on Greek Row. We’re going to Dalton’s bar.”

      I blink as I lower the book I’m reading onto the bed. “Wait, we are?” I ask confused. We’ve never gone to Dalton’s before. We usually stay on campus as Cassie always makes sure that I’m close to home if things get too much—although, whenever we do go out, I always have a book close by, usually on my phone—Dalton’s bar is on the other side of town.

      Cassie’s smile is beautifully bright. “Yep, we’re going tonight. They’re having a costume party, and I’m hoping that most of the campus will be on Greek row so that we can party with some men that don’t go here.”

      I grin as I get to my feet. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      She rolls her eyes. “The past week I’ve been telling you, but as per usual, the moment I mention the party, your mind wanders elsewhere.”

      “What am I going to wear? I didn’t buy a costume.”

      She shakes her head. “Lucky for you,” she begins. “I came prepared.” She pads out of my room and within minutes returns with a tiny black dress and a mask.

      “What is that?”

      She thrusts the dress and mask into my hands. “That my beautiful friend is your costume, now, go get changed, we’ve got a party to get to.”

      I take the dress with me as I go to the bathroom. Luckily enough, I showered and primped earlier. At least I don’t have to worry about that right now. I pull on the dress and wonder what the hell Cassie was thinking, it barely covers my ass, let alone my boobs. Christ, what was Cassie thinking when she purchased this dress?

      Glancing in the mirror I’m stunned by how I look. The dress is something that I would never purchase for myself, it’s short and tight. Two things I don’t usually like to wear but seeing myself in the mirror, I’m shocked by how this dress enhances my body.

      Cassie knocks on the bathroom door. “Come on, Becky, let me see.”

      Taking a deep breath I slowly unlock the door and take a step backward. The door opens and Cass stands in the doorway with her arms crossed, a proud look on her face. “You look amazing. It’s about time you showed the world how sexy you are.”

      I roll my eyes, Cassie has always wanted me to wear something besides baggy hoodies and jeans. I’m not one to wear dresses, but seeing my reflection as I wear this, I may reconsider—the next time it will be longer and less tight.

      “Okay, let me do your hair and makeup. I also have shoes for you to wear.”

      I stare at my best friend in shock. This is a woman who is closer to me than my actual sister and I want to cry. She’s gone all out for me and I love her for doing that. She always knows what to do, even when I don’t.

      “I love you,” I whisper, my emotions getting the best of me.

      She presses her lips together. “Don’t,” she warns me. “Don’t you dare, Rebecca Absyth, you make me cry and we’re going to have problems.”

      I giggle, we can both be dramatic at the best of times. “Thank you,” I tell her once I’m able to control myself.

      “Anything for you,” she tells me and I know that she means that from the bottom of her heart.

      Cassie’s parents aren’t the best. Cassie spent most of her childhood starved of food, love, and attention. As we grew closer and got older my parents tried to fill the role of Cassie’s parents, but we all knew that it wasn’t the same. My heart bleeds for my best friend knowing the heartache and pain that she has suffered at the hands of her neglectful parents.

      I got accepted into Clamount University and was over the moon that Cassie did too. My father is overprotective and wanted to ensure that I was safe so he purchased an apartment for me. His words were, “You’re hundreds of miles away from me, give me the peace of mind to know that you’re safe in an apartment that I have approved.”

      I couldn’t deny him that. I love both of my parents, but I’m a daddy’s girl and knowing how hard he was dealing with me being so far away, I agreed. The moment I found out that Cassie was coming here too, I asked my dad if she could live with me and he was happy that I wasn’t alone and neither was she. She’s living here rent free, she has a part-time job—just as I have, we’re both working in coffee shops in town—and she’s building a new life for herself. Something that I’m proud of her for doing, and it’s been amazing to watch as she grows into a beautiful, happy, amazing woman. I lucked out majorly with having her as my friend.

      An hour later and both Cassie and I are standing in line for the bar. The place is hopping and it seems like a great place to party. The line to get in isn’t huge, but is growing bigger by the minute. “Please tell me that you’ll at least have a drink tonight?”

      I nod. “Of course,” I reply, faking offense.

      “You’re a lightweight,” she tells me. “Just don’t go too hard, otherwise I’ll be picking you up off the floor.”

      I chuckle. “That happened twice, Cass, it’s not like it’s a weekly occurrence.”

      She shrugs. “Eh, semantics.”

      I shake my head all the while we both smile brightly. I’m so glad that I came out, it’s been a while since Cass and I had a night out. It’s overdue and much needed.

      We enter the bar and the music is pounding and there’s people dancing and drinking, generally having fun. Thankfully, I’m not over or underdressed for the occasion and with my mask on, I feel relatively free.

      I’m a sexy cat—if there's ever such a thing. But the mask has ears and covers half of my face, only adding to the mystery.

      I make a beeline for the bar, wanting to get some Dutch courage, before I’m able to order my safe drink—a vodka tonic—Cassie pipes up, having other ideas, and orders three different types of shots.

      “What happened to taking it easy?” I ask her horrified as I manage to find a gap at the bar for us to sit.

      She laughs. “You’ll be fine, we’ll drink these and the buzz will last a while.”

      I stare at her in complete bewilderment. How on earth has she made it to twenty-one?

      The bartender lines the shots up on the bar for us. Cass and I both pick up a glass. “Your turn to make a toast,” she says with a smirk.

      Damn it. I raise my glass and begin my toast. “Here’s to those who wish us well, all the rest can go to hell.”

      We clink our glasses and throw the shots back. The black liquor isn’t nice and I wince as it makes its way down my throat.

      “Here,” Cass says as she thrusts another glass into my hand, this time it’s clear. “This’ll take the sharpness out of the last one.”

      I bring the glass to my lips and down the shot. She’s right, it has taken the sharpness away from it. I don’t hesitate in reaching for the next shot that’s waiting for me. It goes down easy and leaves me with a slight buzz.
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        * * *

      

      “Aah,” I cry as I plop down onto a stool at the bar. “My feet feel like they’re swollen.”

      Cass shakes her head. “You’re not used to heels, you’ll be fine.”

      I wave down the barman, needing a drink. I order both Cass and I a cocktail, tonight we’re having fun and letting loose. Even though it’s getting late, the bar is still hopping, everyone is having a blast. Cass and I have danced ourselves out. I’m in need of a break.

      “Girl,” Cass whispers beside me. “There’s a hunk coming our way. I’m pretty sure it’s the guy that’s been watching you all night.”

      My gaze moves toward the mysterious stranger that’s confidently striding toward me. He’s dressed in a black suit, white shirt, black tie, and his hair slicked back. He’s breathtakingly beautiful. She’s right, it is the guy that’s been watching me. I’ve felt his heated gaze on me constantly. I’ve never felt so alive. Knowing that his eyes were on me, it made me add some extra sass to my dance moves.

      I try my hardest to act casual as the guy moves past Cass and I lose sight of him as he walks behind me. Cass’s eyes widen and I tense as I feel someone come up behind me. The heat of their body seeps into mine.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” a deep voice says as the lips brush against my ear.

      I pull in a sharp breath and twist on my seat. It’s the hot guy who’s been watching me. Usually, I’d say no and walk away, but I’ve promised Cassie that I’d have fun and do things that I’ve not done before.

      “I’d love one,” I reply with a sultry smile.

      “Beck,” Cassie whispers from my right. “I’m going to go see if I can find my own hunky guy. You look happy, enjoy the evening and remember, you can always say no.”

      My heart fills with warmth at her words. “I love you,” I whisper. “Have fun.”

      She winks at me. “You too.” I watch as she walks away, she blows a kiss at me over her shoulder.

      His hand goes to my back and he positions himself at my side. He raises two fingers and flags the barman down. “Easton,” he introduces himself once he orders us a drink.

      I smile at him. “Hi, I’m Becky.”

      He raises a brow. “Rebecca or Becky?” his voice thick and rich which sends shivers down my spine.

      “Rebecca, Becky for short,” I reply, trying my hardest to keep my composure.

      “Rebecca, it suits you.”

      My heart races at the way he rolls my name with his tongue.

      “So, Easton,” I begin. “What is your costume?” I ask him.

      The corners of his lips turn up at the corners. “Bruce Wayne,” he tells me. “But seeing your costume, I’m thinking I should have come as Batman himself.”

      I laugh. “I wish I were Catwoman,” I tell him. “I’m just the run of the mill cat.”

      His fingers brush against the skin of my thigh, making my breath hitch. “Sexy one at that, you look beautiful, Rebecca. The moment you walked into this bar, you captured my attention.”

      Damn. I think I'm in trouble.
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            EASTON

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting at the bar with a bottle of beer in my hand, I’m enthralled by the woman that’s beside me. She’s fucking gorgeous. The innocence that radiates from Rebecca only adds to her appeal. She walked into the club and had no idea of the way she held every man’s attention. I could tell that she was uneasy when she first arrived, she was tense and kept her head down, but as the alcohol flowed, she began to loosen up. I knew the moment I saw her that I wanted her, but when she smiled I knew she was mine.

      “How old are you?” she blurts out, her eyes wide and her lips parted.

      I resist the urge to chuckle. She’s fucking adorable. “I”m twenty-nine, Rebecca, what about you?”

      She reaches for her drink and brings the straw to her lips. “Twenty-one,” she replies and takes a sip. Ah, she’s young, it makes sense for her innocence that she has, she’s yet to experience everything. “Are you from here? You don’t seem to have an accent.”

      Unlike hers, she sounds as though she’s from the midwest. “I was born and raised here. My parents live thirty minutes away, my brother and sisters are still in the city too.”

      Her smile is bright, which lightens those gorgeous brown eyes of hers. “That’s cool, are you close to your family?”

      “Yeah, my brother is my twin and my sisters are a year younger than us.”

      “Your poor mother,” she laughs.

      “What about you,” I ask. “Any siblings and are you close to your parents?”

      “I have a sister, Hazel, but Cass is also like my sister, she grew up with us and we live together. I adore my parents and we’re very close, I speak to my mom every day.”

      She looks up at me with those stunning deep brown eyes of hers, then she glances down at my lips before glancing back at my eyes. She’s begging me for a kiss and I’m not going to disappoint her. I want to taste her, I want her.

      I slide my hand around her nape, loving the feeling of her being this close to me. There’s something about Rebecca and the way I’m reacting to her that’s different than before. She’s soft and supple, fucking gorgeous, her brown eyes fliting between gold and amber, her body fits perfectly against mine and I know that this is a lot more than just attraction, this is a fuck of a lot more that I’m feeling.

      Mine to protect, mine to fuck, all mine.

      I slant my mouth against hers and take everything she has to give. She sinks further against me, the kiss is impatient, frenzied, and filled with need. She moans in the back of her throat and my cock twitches. Fuck, I need to be inside her. There’s no way that I can hold back any longer.

      The music thumps through the speakers and I watch as she winces. She’s still not completely comfortable here. “Want to get out of here?”

      Uncertainty flickers through her eyes, she glances around the bar. I’m unsure what she’s looking for but when she looks back at me that uncertainty is gone, in its place she’s got a sultry smile, her brown eyes are bright with lust, my cock twitches at the look she gives me. “Yes,” she whispers huskily.

      I down my beer and get to my feet. I hold out my hand for her to take, the moment her dainty hand touches mine, electricity buzzes through me, I hear a sharp intake of breath, her hand trembles in mine, and I know that she too feels the electricity that simmers between us.

      She waves goodbye to her friend as we make our way out of the bar. I wrap my arm around her shoulder as the cold air hits us and she shivers. She leans into me, her arms sliding around my waist, she presses against me.

      Fifteen minutes later and we’re walking into my condo. The moment the door closes, I’m on her, unable to hold back any longer. I slam my lips down against hers, she’s tense, it doesn’t take long until she’s falling into me, kissing me back with just as much passion and want.

      The kiss changes up, switches from hesitant and unsure to hungry, consuming, and possessive. This solidifies what I thought the moment I saw her, she’s mine.

      I back her up until her back hits the wall, my fingers skim along the hem of her barely there dress. She’s fucking gorgeous. I pull my mouth away from hers. “Take the mask off,” I demand as I brush my fingers against her wet panties.

      Fucking Christ, she’s soaked.

      She tentatively reaches up for her mask and takes it off, showing off her beauty. She’s absolutely stunning.

      Her breathing deepens, her body grinds against my hand. Letting me know that she wants this, that she needs this. I’m not going to deny her. I want her just as much as she wants me. Pushing a finger inside of her tight pussy I groan long and hard at the warmth and snugness of her.

      I finger fuck her against the wall, her eyes closed as she moves against my finger, she’s grinding hard, trying to reach her orgasm.

      “Easton,” she screams as she detonates, her pussy clenching around my finger, her pussy becoming impossibly tight.

      “I’m going to fuck you now, Rebecca,” I growl as I unsnap the button of my slacks. My cock springs free, the mushroom head purple and leaking pre-cum. I’m harder than I’ve ever been and I can’t wait to bury myself deep inside of her.

      She bites her lip as she looks at me. “Um,” she whispers. “I’ve never done this before.”

      I blink at her words. “Never done what?”

      She glances away, her chest rising and falling rapidly. “I’ve never had sex before.”

      Fuck me, she’s a virgin?

      “It’s weird, I know…”

      I press my lips against hers, silencing her. “Not weird, baby, just perfect. You’re all mine.”

      “I want you,” she whispers hoarsely. “I’m burning for you..”

      My cock aches. “Christ, Rebecca,” I snarl, wondering if she wants to kill me. I take her mouth once again. This time, I lift her into my arms and carry her through the condo until we reach my bedroom.

      I let her slide down my body, my hands going to the hem of her dress and I pull it from her body, swiftly followed by her panties. I swallow back a groan as I see that she’s completely naked, and completely bare. I see the glistening of her pussy. Christ she’s fucking soaked.

      I run my finger over her swollen folds, loving the little moan in the back of her throat. “This is the only chance,” I growl, barely able to control myself. I want to slide into her slick wet heat. “You say stop right now and I walk away, if you don’t, I’m going to fuck you until you pass out.”

      I push her back onto the bed, loving the heated look that she’s given me, even if it does hold a tiny hint of fear. God, the thought of sliding my cock deep inside of her has me crazy with possessiveness.

      She’s mine.

      “I want this,” she whispers, a hint of fear in her words.

      I smile loving that I’ll be the only one to have her. “Good, ‘cos I can’t wait any longer,” I reach for her hips as I hover over her and tilt them, so that I have the perfect position. “I’m sorry, baby,” I tell her as I slowly sink into her wet, tight heat. “This is gonna hurt.”

      She swallows hard. “Easton,” she gasps as I inch into her.

      A shrill wail leaves her lips as I thrust deep inside of her and break past the barrier of her innocence. I hover above her, completely still, my cock thick and full, it’s ready to burst just from being inside her tight cunt.

      It takes a few moments but the pain subsides and she moves beneath me, a moan escaping from her lips as she does. I press my lips against hers, sliding my tongue into her mouth and I take everything from her. God, I’ve never felt this before. This woman has a hold over me and I don’t know how or why this is happening but I’m going with it. I’m going to take it with both hands and not let go.

      I slowly pull out of her pussy and thrust back into her, groaning as I do, fuck, nothing feels better than being deep inside of her. She moans, her fingernails claw into my skin. “Easton, please,” she cries as my cock stretches her. “Harder,” she begs.

      I quicken my pace, thrusting deep into her, unable to control myself any longer. It’s too much, I’m like a man possessed as I fuck her. My strokes, hard, fast, and deep.

      “Yes,” she cries, her nails clawing against my skin. “Mmmm,” she moans.

      “Fuck,” I grunt, I’m so fucking close to coming. “Need you to come,” I say through clenched teeth, trying my hardest to stave off my orgasm. I need her to come first. She’ll always come first.

      She bites her lip. “Easton,” she gasps. “I’m not on the pill.”

      Something about hearing her say that she’s not on any contraceptive has my mind running wild. “Fuck, I’m not pulling out,” I tell her, wanting to unload inside of her, wanting to fill her with my seed.

      She sucks in a sharp breath. “Fill me with your cum.”

      Damn, this woman is fucking phenomenal.

      I twist my hips, needing her to come. Fuck, I’m about to burst.

      “Give it to me,” she cries as she once again detonates. Her pussy tightening around my cock, forcing me to come.

      I fuck her hard and fast until my balls tighten and I thrust once, twice, three times before I bury myself deep inside and unload in her.

      I’m completely spent. Utterly fucking spent. I collapse onto the bed beside her, pulling her into me, needing to hold her. We’re both soaked in sweat, our breathing is labored, and we’re silent.

      But fuck, it was the best sex of my life. I’m not fucking letting her go. Not a fucking chance.

      I press a kiss against her head. “You okay, baby?”

      She nods, burrowing into my side. “So good,” she murmurs tiredly.

      I press another kiss against her head, trying to regain my breath. Within seconds she’s fast asleep, her breathing deepens, and she relaxes against me.

      It doesn’t take me that long to follow her, I fall asleep with a smile on my face, I know that I have finally found someone that I’m meant to be with. I know that deep within my soul.
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      Waking up to a rising pleasure building in the depths of me. Opening my eyes, I release a moan as I see his head buried between my thighs. “God,” I groan, as my fingers clench against the sheets.

      Never in a million years did I think that I would feel like this. I’m floating high in the clouds as Easton uses his tongue on my pussy, I’m mewling like a cat, wanting more, pleading for more. He’s giving me more pleasure than I could have ever imagined possible.

      “Come for me, baby,” he urges as he pushes a finger inside of me. “Come for me.”

      It’s as though he’s got a direct line to my body and actions, his words pull my orgasm from me and I detonate. I’m spiraling, my body shakes, my legs tremble, I shatter, absolutely shatter, crying out his name as I do.

      His fingers continue to thrust into me hard and fast and I’m whimpering as my body shakes from my orgasm. I’m trying to regain my balance, he’s knocked me off kilter. “Gorgeous, baby, absolutely gorgeous,” he tells me and my heart warms at his words.

      He makes me feel wanted, beautiful, and fulfilled. Something I’ve never felt before.

      He moves so that he’s on top of me, his cock thick and rigid against my stomach. I swallow hard as I think about what happened last night. The pain was awful but it soon ebbed away and was replaced by a pleasure I couldn’t describe.

      He slides his cock into me, stretching me until I’m full of just him.

      “God, so damn tight,” he grunts, thrusting hard and fast, I can’t breathe. “You’re mine, Rebecca,” he growls, the possessiveness in his voice sends shivers down my spine.

      “Easton.” I gasp as he plunges deep inside of me. He picks up his pace, fucking me hard and fast. I’m gasping as my pleasure starts to rise once again. “Please,” I cry, wanting more, needing to hit that height.

      He pounds into me like a man possessed, I’m barely holding on, I’m gasping for breath, I’m shaking, and I can’t keep my eyes open. When he twists his hips and hits me deeper, I’m unable to control it, it tumbles into me and I cry out his name.

      “God, fucking damn it,” he groans. His cock pistons into me. “I’m going to fill you again and again,” he growls, his lips capturing mine as he kisses the breath from me.

      I know that we’re playing with fire, him cumming inside of me while we’re not wearing contraception is risky and could end up with me pregnant.

      “Fuck,” he grits out. His cock swells and he grunts low in his throat. He cums deep inside of me, releasing a long groan. He collapses onto his back on the bed, and holds me close, keeping me in his arms. I’m falling for him.

      God, who’d have thought that you could fall for someone you’ve only known for mere hours, but I know that I am.

      “Go shower babe,” he tells me as he gets to his feet, his voice thick and gravelly. “I’ll leave some clothes on the bed for you. Once you’re done, I’ll have breakfast ready for you.” He presses a chaste kiss against my lips.

      I smile up at him, yet again wondering how I have ended up here. I’m shocked and yet totally amazed by how sweet this guy is. He’s treating me as though I’m a princess and it’s something that I can definitely get used to.
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        * * *

      

      We sit at the kitchen island, both of us curled up together as we eat breakfast. I’m enthralled as he talks about his family and how much he adores them. Especially his three-year-old nephew. I love that he’s so close to his family, just as I am to mine. They’ve been my biggest supporters and have always pushed me to do what I love the most. Whether that meant going to college or not.

      “What’s your plan for the future?” he asks me as he runs his fingers along my spine.

      I shiver in delight, God, even just sitting here with him, my heart is racing and the butterflies are swarming in my stomach. “I’m hoping that I’ll get a better job than working as a barista,” I say with a laugh. “I’m working on something better.”

      He presses a kiss against my shoulder. “Give it time, babe, you’ll find your dream job, just as I have.”

      “Yep,” I reply confidently, knowing that I have to get through just a few more semesters and I’m finished and can do what I’ve always wanted to do and go into business with my dad—something I know that my dad’s excited about, my sister, Hazel hasn’t taken any interest in the business, but I have and getting my business degree will definitely help. “What’s meant to be, will be.”

      His chuckle is deep and gritty, heat pools between my thighs. Damn, he can make me wet by just laughing. I’m totally screwed. “Ever thought about philosophy?”

      I smile with a shake of my head. I love how easy it is between us. We only met yesterday but it feels so natural and it’s as though I’ve known him for years. “Have you always wanted to be a teacher?” I ask him. He’s told me that he’s been teaching for the past few years.

      “My grandparents left all three of us some money when they passed. I used it to put me through college. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to be, but being a college professor always stuck out at me.”

      My blood runs cold at his words. There’s no fucking way. “College professor?” I echo, hoping that my mind is running wild and that he’s not a professor at my university. After all, we're in one of the biggest cities in the US. There’s at least one other college around, not to mention his family lives here, he could be home for Halloween.

      “Yeah, I’m a professor of philosophy at Clamount University.” A furrow appears between his brows as he looks at me. “Rebecca, why do you look as though you’re about to pass out?”

      “I’m studying business at Clamount,” I tell him as nausea crawls up my throat.

      It takes a second for my words to penetrate, the moment he realizes what I’m saying his eyes narrow and his jaw tightens. “Fuck,” he snarls.

      Fuck is right. This is a clusterfuck if there ever was one.

      “What are we going to do?” I whisper, trying my hardest to block out the pain that’s bursting in my chest right now.

      He dislodges me from his lap and gets to his feet. It’s yet another stab to the heart. Instead of reassuring me that things are going to be okay, he’s pushed me away.

      “Easton?” I question hesitantly.

      He shakes his head and begins to pace the floor. “How the fuck didn’t we know this, Rebecca?” he says on a growl, his eyes wild and his fists clenched.

      I shrug, unsure as to why he’s angry, it’s not exactly my fault. “We never really discussed our jobs or professions last night, we were a little preoccupied.” My cheeks heat as memories of what happened mere hours ago assault me.

      His shoulders slump forward and he strides toward me and wraps his arms around me. “It’ll be okay,” he assures me. “I told you last night, Rebecca, you’re mine and I fucking meant it.”

      I release a ragged breath. “I know you did, but things have changed, Easton. We can’t do this. You said so yourself, this is your dream job, I can’t—won’t let you lose it because of me. I won’t give up on my dream either.”

      He frames my face with his hands, his beautiful blue eyes scanning my face. “Told you, babe, you’re mine. That means I’m not giving you up.”

      I swallow hard. He’s making this worse. He should give me up. If he doesn’t we both could lose everything that we’ve been working hard for. I couldn’t do that to him and I shouldn’t do that to myself.

      “Rebecca,” his voice thick and hoarse.

      I look away knowing that the longer I stay here the harder it’s going to be to walk away from him. But for both of our sakes I have too.

      I get to my feet, they feel like lead but I push past it. “Last night was—” I hesitate, how do you tell the man that you’re falling for that the night you shared was magical but you’re walking away. “—Amazing. I’ll never forget it, Easton, and I hope you won’t either.” Tears spring to my eyes, I press my lips together to stop the tears from falling. “I hope that you find happiness,” I tell him, my words breaking as I do. The thought of him being with someone else has my heart about to burst with pain. “Be happy.” I repeat as I press a kiss against his lips.

      I’d love nothing more than to deepen it, to have his hands on my body and feel every inch of him again. But it’s not right. Not when I’m about to walk away. I take a step back from him and reach for my cell that’s on the island.

      I make it to the door before he speaks. When he does, his words are hard and filled with determination. “Rebecca, you think you can walk away and I’ll let you?”

      I look back over my shoulder. “You don’t have a choice, Easton. I will not ruin your career and I’d hope you’d respect me enough not to ruin mine before it’s even begun.” I don’t let him say another word, I open his front door and leave his condo.

      The second I’m out in the fresh air the tears fall thick and fast. I’m sucking in breath like my life depends on it. I don’t stop, I continue walking even though every step that I take feels as though my heart is shattering into two. I hit the corner of his street and I stupidly look back, he’s standing in at his door in bare feet watching me. His face etched in pain, but the moment he sees my tears he starts to move toward me.

      I can’t do this. I know that if he touches me, I’m going to cave in and give him everything—which means the possibility of losing my place at Clamount University. I turn away from him and start moving quicker, the second I turn the corner I break into a run. For a bookworm who hates exercise, I can sure as hell run fast when I need to.

      I run all the way back to mine and Cassie’s apartment, I’m breathless, my face is full of tears, and I’m heartbroken. I know deep down that I made the right decision. As much as I want Easton, there’s no way I could ever jeopardize what he’s worked his ass off for. I’m just not that person.

      “Well look what the cat dragged in,” Cassie says the moment I enter our apartment.

      I lift my head and look at my best friend, the smile that she was sporting slowly fades. “Cass,” I whisper, my heart aching as my tears fall harder now that I’m home.

      “Where is he?” she snarls as she gets to her feet. “I’m going to kill him. Should I call your mom? The cops? An ambulance?”

      I shake my head. “He didn’t hurt me,” I assure her and her brows furrow. I move toward her as she retakes her seat on the couch. “It was the most amazing night ever.”

      She raises a brow in skepticism. “Becky, hon, I think we have a different view on amazing. My amazing nights never end in tears. He’s obviously doing something wrong.”

      I’d laugh if I weren’t so hurt. “I think I fell in love with him.”

      She gives me a sad, soft smile. “He was handsome.”

      I nod. “He was, we slept together. He was such a gentleman, he never pushed, he let me know that he’d not pressure me if I didn’t want it. But I did and it was—” I pause, trying to regain my composure, hoping that my tears will stop, but they don't. “Magical. I went to sleep with a smile on my face, I knew that I found someone special.”

      She pulls me into her arms and begins to run her hand through my hair. “What happened?” she asks softly.

      “We spent the morning talking. I swear Cass, with every word he said I fell harder for him. He’s a professor at Clamount.”

      Her sharp intake of breath is enough for me to know she understands what’s happened. “Oh, hon, I’m sorry.”

      “I want him, Cass, there’s something about him that’s different. But it’s over.”

      She continues to run her hand through my hair. “You’ve got two days, Becky, two days to cry, shout, mourn. Then you return to college Monday morning with a smile on your face. I know you, hon, you pushed him away because you’ve worked too hard not to finish what you’ve worked hard for. Don’t let this affect it.”

      I nod as I pull back and sit upright. “Two days.”

      She smiles. “Two days, so I’m going to the store. We need ice-cream, tequila, and junk food. I’ll even let you pick the movies.”

      Damn, Cass hates what I watch. “Harry Potter,” I reply instantly.

      Her lips curl in disgust. “I’ll rephrase that, anything but Harry Potter.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Fine. Legally Blonde.”

      Her smile is one of pride, but her eyes hold a sadness and I know it’s for me. “There we go,” she says as she gets to her feet. “You get changed and showered, by the time you’re finished, I should be back from the store.” She presses a kiss against my cheek as she passes me.

      I don’t deserve her as my best friend, but I sure as hell lucked out. I just hope that I’m able to get over this in two days. Right now it feels as though I have lost something monumental, something special. I can’t help but feel as though I’ve made a mistake and that I should have stayed and fought.
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      “Are you ready for this?” Cassie asks me as we walk toward the college building.

      It’s been two days since I walked away from Easton and it still hurts. I’m trying my hardest to push every ounce of pain that I’m feeling to the back of my mind and I’m putting on an act. One that Cass has been able to see through.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      She nods as she links her arm through mine. “Then let's go.”

      The only saving grace that I have is that Easton and I didn’t exchange numbers, and he has no idea where I live. He’s not been able to contact me and I’m grateful. I know with the way that I’m feeling that if he called or if I saw him I’d be in his arms within seconds.

      “I’m going to have to go to the gym,” Cass whines. “My ass has tripled in size this weekend.”

      I roll my eyes. “As if, you’re sexy, gorgeous, and your body is to die for. You don’t need to go to the gym if you don’t want to. Besides, you’re acting as though you didn’t enjoy indulging in all the junk food, not to mention, I didn’t drink the tequila alone.”

      She scowls at me. “Whatever, you’re just jealous that I’m not a total cry baby.”

      I laugh, Cass isn’t into emotions, whenever she has a break up, she always finds the next guy. So seeing me so upset completely freaked her out. “I love you too,” I reply sweetly.

      “Damn straight you d—” she cuts off just as we enter the building. “Fuck a duck,” she angrily whispers.

      I turn my gaze in the direction that she’s looking and my heart races as I see Easton walking toward us, his face expressionless. I can’t help but salivate over how amazing he looks in his navy blue suit. His blue eyes darken the closer he gets to me. Cass stands close to me, her fingers clenching mine, offering me support.

      “Rebecca,” his tone is rich, thick, and gravelly. As always it sends shivers down my spine.

      “Professor Manning,” I reply, coolly. Proud that I’m able to speak and not cry.

      He steps up close to me, his breath hot against my skin. “You left,” he accuses, angrily.

      I nod in agreement. “I had too. I did it for the both of us.”

      He pulls slightly back. “Bullshit. You got scared and ran.”

      I can’t deny that accusation, I did get scared and I have every right to be. I can’t lose everything.

      “You could be carrying my child,” he snarls angrily, those gorgeous blue eyes of his darker than I have ever seen.

      I flinch at the harshness of his tone. I look at the ground, unable to believe that this is the man that I spent the most amazing night with.

      “She took Plan B,” Cass lies. “You need to understand, Professor Manning, that what happened between you and Becky was a one-time thing and it’s now over. This is the last time that you harass her, if you come near her again, I’ll go to the Dean.”

      God, I fucking love Cassie. She’s got bigger balls than most of the guys here at college and the fact that she’s going toe-to-toe with a professor for me, means the world to me.

      “Don’t worry,” Easton growls. “I won’t come near her again.”

      His words are a stab to the heart. Never did I think I could hurt more than I had been, but listening to him be so final about us kills me. My legs buckle beneath me and only for Cassie holding onto me, I’d have collapsed to the floor.

      “Let’s get you home,” she whispers to me. “That man is a fucking asshole, Becky, you’re better off without him.”

      I don’t reply because the Easton that spoke to me today was completely different to the Easton that I was with on Friday night and Saturday morning.

      “Okay, now spill,” Cass says to me once we’re home. “You kept a whole lot from me, Becky, I know you have. So you’d better start speaking.”

      I stare at her blankly. I have no idea what she wants to know.

      “Why does he think that you could be pregnant with his child?”

      My cheeks flush at her words. I’m not sure if that’s something I can actually talk about.

      “Becky, hon, please, talk to me. I’m trying real hard to understand why you’re so upset and I have a feeling that this is why.”

      So I tell her everything. I go into every little detail about what happened between us including him not using a condom and me being okay with it. The thought of having his baby isn’t an awful one, in fact, it’s comforting that I could have something—someone that belongs to him.

      “Oh, hon,” she whispers as she pulls me into her arms. “He really did mean something to you, didn’t he?”

      I nod. “Yeah, but I guess, I didn’t mean anything to him,” I whisper past the lump in my throat.

      “No matter what, you’ll be okay. Would you like me to get you the Plan B pill just in case?”

      I shake my head, God, I can’t do that. “Not today,” I reply, knowing that tomorrow I could have a completely different mindset.

      “Okay,” she whispers. “Whatever you want, Becky.” She rests her head against mine and we just sit in silence. Neither of us know what to say, so instead, we just be.
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        Six weeks later

      

      

      

      I roll over in bed and instantly regret it. Nausea rushes through me and I know that I’m not going to be able to hold it back. My feet hit the floor with a thud and I'm sprinting to the bathroom. This has been the same every morning for the past four days.

      My knees hit the bathroom floor just as I throw up. Thankfully, it hits the target.

      “Again?” Cassie questions as she drops to her knees beside me and places a damp washcloth onto the back of my neck.

      “I must have picked up a bug,” I tell her once the sickness passes. No doubt I’m run down. Since everything went down with me and Easton, I’ve thrown myself into work and college. I’ve picked up more shifts at work and I’ve pushed harder than I ever thought I could at learning. Even though Easton and I were only a one-night thing, he’s left an imprint on my heart. One that I know will never fade. Making myself busy is the only way to combat missing him.

      How can I miss someone that I only knew for less than twenty-four hours? But, I do. I miss him so much that I ache. I feel so stupid for feeling this way and I know that Cass doesn’t understand—maybe I’m crazy, I don’t know, but what I feel is real and I know it is—I just have to try and find a way to live without him.

      “Let’s get you off that floor,” she says as she helps me to my feet. “Are you feeling okay? Are you able to shower?”

      I love that she’s concerned. “I’m okay, just tired, and a shower sounds divine.”

      A funny look comes on her face. “Okay, you shower, I just need to run to the store. I won’t be long.”

      “Okay,” I say, a little confused, seeing as we went grocery shopping yesterday, if she needed something, she’d have gotten it then.

      “Shower, hon, I will be back by the time you're finished.”

      I watch confused as she leaves the bathroom, she’s acting weird and I don’t like it. Once I hear the front door closed I strip down out of my pajamas and climb into the shower.

      Forty minutes later and I'm standing in the kitchen watching as Cassie shifts from side to side. “Okay, you’ve been acting weird all morning, spill.”

      She nibbles on the corner of her lip as she hands me a small bag. “You’ve been exhausted, nauseous, and emotional these past few days and something about this morning clicked.”

      I frown, what on earth is she talking about? What clicked?

      “Becky, hon, I think you may be pregnant.”

      My world spins at her words. No, there’s no damn way that I could be. But even as I start to protest, the images of what Easton and I did that amazing night flood my brain and I know that what Cassie is saying is true.

      Crap.

      “Take the test, Becky, we’ll go from there,” she says gently.

      I nod, knowing that I have no other choice but to take the darn test. But my heart is pounding and my stomach is flipping. What’s going to happen if it’s positive? Will I have to leave college? Give up everything that I have worked so damn hard for?

      “Hey,” Cassie whispers as she comes to stand beside me and wraps me into her arms. “No matter what, Becky, I’ve got your back. Whatever the outcome, I’ll be right here and we’ll get through it, just as we always have.”

      Tears tumble down my cheeks and I give her a small smile. I’m in a daze as I pad through our apartment toward the bathroom. I’m shaking, I’m so damn stupid. I should have known that this would happen. I made so many mistakes that night—I should have found out about his job, I should never have let him go bareback—now look at me, I could be carrying the baby of a man that’s a professor at my college.

      I’m so screwed.

      I take the test, putting on the counter and setting a timer on my cell. I wash my hands and wait.

      God. Never did I think three minutes could go so damn slow.

      “You done?” Cassie asks as she enters the bathroom.

      I glare at her while I continue to pace. “What if I wasn't?”

      She shrugs, unabashed. “And? It’s not like I haven’t seen it all before. Besides, I wouldn’t be looking.”

      My cell beeps indicating that it’s time. But I’m frozen in fear. I can’t look. If it’s positive my world is going to change.

      “You look,” I ask her, needing someone to have some courage because I sure as hell don’t.

      Cass takes a tentative step toward the counter, her gaze firmly on the test, but she’s not giving anything away. “Whelp,” she begins as she looks over at me. “It looks like I’m going to be an aunt.”

      Her words slowly penetrate and I can’t stop the emotion that wells up inside of me. Anxiety, fear, happiness, and confusion. I’m unable to contain them and begin to sob, I slowly sink to the floor, wrapping my arms around my legs and holding on for dear life.

      How the hell has this happened?

      “Oh hon,” she whispers as she crouches down beside me and holds me close. “It’ll be okay. I promise.”

      I don’t say anything because I don’t think it will be. How can it be?

      “I’m going to call your mom,” she says and yet again I don’t answer. I know that it’s the right thing to do, if anyone can help me out of this overwhelming sense of anxiety it’s my mom, she’s always been the one to help us all out at our lowest moments.

      I’m unsure how long I sit here and sob, but it feels like forever. I get to my feet and move to my bedroom where I collapse onto the bed and continue my sob fest there.
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      “Cassie,” I hear a familiar deep voice. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Steve,” my mom’s voice scolds and my heart races, my parents are here. “Don’t be an ass.”

      I open my eyes and I’m surprised to find my sister, Hazel sitting at my bedside. “You okay, Beck?” she asks softly.

      I shake my head as once again my tears begin to fall. I can’t speak, there’s a lump in my throat. How do you tell your family that you messed up? They’re going to be so disappointed in me. I’m the typical college virgin story. Have sex once and end up pregnant. It’s just so stupid, I have no one to blame but myself.

      “How far along are you?” she asks. My eyes widen at her words. “You left the test on the bathroom counter. I threw it in the trash before dad went in there.”

      ‘Seven weeks,” I whisper, my voice hoarse and sounds like I’ve been screaming for the past hour.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she promises me and I love that both she and Cassie think that but I don’t believe it myself.

      “Okay,” Dad says as she strides into my bedroom. “What’s happened?”

      “Steve,” Mom admonishes, “Darling girl, are you okay?” she asks as she comes to sit on the bed, her hand running through my hair.

      I glance at both Hazel and Cassie. “She’s pregnant, mom,” Hazel says, knowing that I don’t have the courage or strength to do so myself. “She’s seven weeks along.”

      I keep my gaze on my dad and see relief in his eyes but also disappointment. “Are you okay?” he asks after a few moments of silence.

      I nod. “I’m scared, I don’t know what to do.”

      "Whatever you want to do, baby girl, we're right behind you," he says as he stands beside my bed. "You've got some time to decide, there's no rush."

      "He's right, Becky, you've got time. If you want an abortion, I'll be there with you, if you want to keep it, your father and I will support you both. Whatever you want, we're with you every step of the way."

      My tears fall thicker and faster. Hearing my parents tell me no matter what, they'll be with me means the absolute world. I'm so darn lucky to have them.in my life.

      "I don't want an abortion," I whisper.

      Dad nods. "Okay, so that leaves adoption and keeping it. Both of which don't have to be decided right now."

      "I'll call the doctor and we'll get you checked out. Make sure everything is as it should be and get you started on some prenatal vitamins."

      "Now Steph, we've got that sorted, I want to know what the guy who did this to my little girl thinks. Is he stepping up to the plate?"

      I should have known that my dad would have questions about the father. "He doesn't know, dad, I haven't spoken to him since we were together."

      My dad's face goes red and his jaw clenches. "Right," he says through clenched teeth. "That should be the next person to know once you decide what you're doing."

      I sit up in bed, relief washing through me. This could have gone a whole lot worse than it has. "I know dad, I've only just found out."

      Mom gets to her feet. "Now that we know you're okay, we're going to book into a hotel. Hazel wants to stay here."

      "Of course," Cassie replies instantly and I nod in agreement.

      "Good, you're father and I will be back later and we’ll take you all out for dinner,” she says as she leans over and presses a kiss against my head, she’s quickly followed by dad.

      “So,” Hazel begins when our parents leave. “Who’s the guy?”

      I glance at Cassie and decide to give Hazel a chance, this could bring us closer. So I’m completely honest with her. I tell her all about Easton and what went down.

      Her eyes are brimming with tears and she reaches for my hand. “God, Becky, I’m sorry.”

      I shrug. “It is what it is, but it sucks. I’m going to have to see him again and tell him about the baby.” That’s something that I’m not looking forward to. The last time we spoke he was angry—not that I can blame him—and Cassie lied to him, telling him that I took Plan B which I never did.

      “Have you seen him since you walked away?” she asks.

      “A few times,” I reply as I swipe away at the tears that are thankfully slowing down.

      “She tends to hide whenever she sees him,” Cassie informs her.

      “I know the feeling,” Hazel murmurs.

      “What?” I ask, wondering what she’s talking about.

      She glances at her hands and then back to me. “Your baby is going to have an older cousin,” she replies with a watery smile. “I haven’t told mom and dad yet.”

      I blink, completely shocked by her words. “Why?”

      “Because I fucked up. It’s not like your situation, Beck, I have really fucked up.”

      I reach for her hand, squeezing it and offering her support. “Talk to me,” I urge, not wanting her to be alone. She’s been here for me and I’m going to do the same.

      “I got a new job, working as an assistant for Joe Ranieri—he was looking at buying a bourbon distillery and we went to Kentucky to check out the competition,” she begins and I nod. “Well Mr. Ranieri’s in his fifties and—” she trails off.

      “You slept with him?” I guess.

      “Yeah, he’s already got a child, not to mention he’s married.”

      I inwardly wince. Damn, her situation is a whole lot more complicated than mine is. “It’ll be okay.”

      She shakes her head. “No, it won’t. He’s the head of the Mafia, Becky, this isn’t good.”

      I gasp, God, she’s in a right pickle. “What do you plan to do?”

      “I’m over the three month mark. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Do you love him?” Cassie asks.

      Hazel nods. “Yeah, he told me that he and his wife are over and have been for years, but his daughter isn’t his wife’s, he’s cheated on her before. I feel like this is just him, he won’t leave his wife, he didn’t when Gabby was born, so what’s different about me and my baby?”

      “Um,” Cassie says. “When you say in his fifties, you mean like fifty-one, right?”

      Hazel shakes her head. “No, fifty-five.”

      Jesus. That’s such a huge age gap. Hazel’s twenty-three.

      “Whatever happens, you’ve got us,” I tell her knowing that no matter what, my sister will always have me and Cassie. “As you said, our babies are going to be cousins. You’re stuck with me.”

      “You can move in here if you need,” Cass tells her. “I’m going to be going home tomorrow for the Christmas break as I’ve got an internship with my new step-father.”

      She’s not looking forward to it either. Going home means seeing her mom and that’s not something I want for my friend. If I could, I’d shield her from her mother.

      “Thanks,” Hazel whispers. “I just have to find the courage to tell mom and dad.”

      “And I have to find the courage to tell Easton,” I say, my heart in my mouth. The thought of doing that makes my stomach flip and makes me want to throw up.

      “It’ll be okay,” Cass says. “For both of you, it’ll be okay. You have people around you that love you. No matter what.”

      She’s right. We do. Our family loves us and will support us.

      I’ll gather the courage and speak to Easton in the next few weeks. I just hope he understands that it doesn’t change anything.
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        Three weeks later

      

      

      

      “Want to tell me what the hell is going on with you?” My brother, Eric asks me.

      I reach for my beer bottle, not really in the mood to discuss Rebecca and all the shit that went down between us. Or how much of a fucking creep I am that I have to see her every day.

      “East, I’m not leaving until you tell me why you’re such a prick lately. Mom’s worried about you, not to mention you’re looking like you’ve lost a couple of pounds. You look like shit. What’s going on?”

      I sigh, knowing his ass isn't going to leave until I tell him. So I do, I briefly tell him about how I met Rebecca, I don’t go into detail about our time together, but I explain what the aftermath was.

      “Fuck,” he snarls. “I told mom it had to be something like this. Did dad ever tell you about when he met mom, that he knew she was the one for him? Or how when I met Sylvie I instantly knew she was the woman that I was going to spend the rest of my life with?”

      I spare him a glance. “No, no one said shit.”

      “Can you imagine how fucking crazy we’d look had we? But from what you’ve said, the way you’re feeling about this girl. She’s your one. So what are you going to do about it?”

      “She’s a student, Eric, there’s not a thing I can do about it. Sleeping with students is frowned upon, I could lose my job, she could end up losing her place at the college.”

      He shakes his head. “Only you could pick someone that’s forbidden.”

      I ignore the jab and take another sip from my beer. “So, oh wise one, what do I do now?”

      “You fight for your woman, man. You have to decide if being with her is what you want? How many colleges are in this city, fuck, man, how many are in driving distance. A commute isn’t the end of the world if it means you being with her. Is it?”

      He’s right, it’s not the end of the world.

      “Apply elsewhere or wait for her to graduate. There’s plenty of answers to solve your problem, you’re too blindsided by your woman having the balls to walk away and fight for what she wants and that’s to make something of her life.”

      He’s wrong. I’m in fucking awe that she could do that. I’m angry that she took my cum and then took the Plan B pill. Yes, it’s a fucked up way of thinking but damn. I want her to be mine and having my kid planted inside of her would ensure that. I’m still fucking angry about that, but I know that she had to do the best for her.

      Seeing her that Monday after things went to shit, I could see that she was feeling it just as much as I was. Had her friend not stepped in, I have a feeling that I could have pushed her up against the wall and taken her right then and there. It’s an instinct that I have to fight every time I see her. I want her, I think I always will, but it’s not going to happen unless I get my fucking act together and find a way to make it right.

      Eric finishes his beer and wraps his knuckles against the bar. “I’ve given you something to think about, I know that you’re going to get your head together and fix this. Go home, get some sleep and grovel at your woman’s feet.”

      I chuckle at his words. I’ve never groveled in my life and I don’t plan on doing so now. I will however make sure that Rebecca knows exactly what I want from her and what will be happening between us.

      “Alright, bro, I’m going to finish my beer then head on home,” I assure him, I’m feeling a lot better about what’s going to happen next.

      But Eric won’t let that happen, he keeps his ass on his stool and waits for me to finish. The moment I do we walk out of the bar and toward our vehicles. “You know mom’s going to be on our asses, wanting to know what was said. What am I going to tell her?”

      I inwardly groan. My mom gets a hint of me dating and that woman is going to be on the warpath, mentally planning a wedding and dreaming of grandchildren. “I don’t fucking know.”

      He gives me a childish grin. “I’ll leave you to deal with it.”

      Of course he will. The ass loves to gossip and he’ll only add fuel to the fire, knowing Eric, the entire family will know about what’s been going on before morning.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I tell him as I hit the fob on my car keys.

      He nods. “Maybe you’ll have your head out of your ass and sort things out with your girl?”

      I don’t answer him, instead I climb into my car and start the engine. His chuckle is the last thing I hear as I close the door.

      Tomorrow is day one of fighting to get my woman back.
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      There’s a knock at my door, I grit my teeth and rise to my feet. These past three weeks have been fucking shit. With the campus closed due to the holidays, I’ve not seen Rebecca. I’m addicted to her and being able to see her is the only way to keep that addiction alive. Surmise to say my Christmas was a wash-out.

      Moving toward the door, I hear another knock. It’s soft but firm. I’m confused as to who would be calling, usually when my family is stopping by they’d call before coming. Opening the door my cock tightens, my stomach clenches, and my heart races.

      Rebecca.

      Sparks fly as I stare at the woman that's been a constant figure on my mind since she walked away. My body hums for her, as it has since the moment I laid eyes on her. Fuck, seeing her standing in front of me has my heart racing.

      Beautiful. She's wearing a pink dress that stops just above her knee. Her face is bare, not an ounce of makeup, and those gorgeous deep brown eyes of hers are on me. It's as though she's looking through my soul. This woman is magnificent.

      I take a step close, trying my hardest not to pull her into me and kiss her, it's all I want, for her to be in my arms.

      “Hi,” she says with a small smile.

      I can't hold back any longer, I'm not strong enough to deny what I want. What I need. I reach for her, pulling her into the house, her mouth parts as our bodies collide. Fuck, nothing feels better than having her back in my arms. Christ. I’m not letting her go. Not again. Not fucking ever.

      I slam my lips down against hers, she’s tense, her stance is one of defiance, but the moment I slide my tongue into her mouth, she melts against me, her body pressing against mine and she’s kissing me back with just as much passion and need.

      Christ. I’ve missed this. It’s hard to believe that I only had her for a night and it was more than enough for me to know she’s my one.

      The kiss is hungry, consuming, and possessive. Neither of us are able to deny what we have, what we want.

      I push her against the door, my hands skimming down her body until I reach the hem of her dress. I groan when I run my fingers along the apex of her thigh and realize that she’s not wearing any panties.

      Fuck.

      Her eyes are big as she stares up at me, the look of need shines brightly in those gorgeous brown eyes of hers. They’re silently begging me to take her, for me to give her everything.

      I slide a finger inside of her, needing to feel her tight, wet heat. I crush her against the door as I deepen the kiss while finger fucking her against the wall, she’s clinging to me, her body tense, she needs a release and I’m the one that’s going to give it to her. I can feel it, she’s so close. She’s on the edge.

      I thrust my fingers into her cunt harder and faster.

      “Easton,” she gasps, her pussy clenching around my fingers as she cries out with her release.

      So damn fucking sexy.

      My cock’s aching, thick, full and ready to burst. The urge to be inside of her is overwhelming. I snap open my fly and my cock springs free, I push the hem of her dress up to her hips, and lift her into the air. Her back’s against the door and she wraps her legs around my waist and with one movement, I thrust deep inside of her.

      Fuck. How has she gotten tighter? How the fuck is her pussy tighter?

      “Yes,” she cries as I move, my thrusts deep, fast, and hard.

      I’m in fucking heaven right now, feeling her pussy snug around my cock.

      “God, Rebecca,” I groan as I push deep inside of her. “I’m not letting you go,” I whisper against her mouth.

      Her head falls back against the door, her arms tighten around my waist. “Yes,” she cries out, her eyes foggy with lust. “Oh, right there, Easton, please,” she pleads with me as she closes her eyes and lets the pleasure take over.

      “Come for me, baby,” I urge as I rotate my hips, driving my cock into her tight pussy. “I need you to come for me, Rebecca.”

      “Easton,” she whimpers, and I thrust harder and deeper inside of her, pistoning in her like a man possessed, my cock thick and ready to explode.

      She comes first. She always comes first.

      Her body begins to quiver and her pussy contracts around me, she screams my name as she detonates, flooding my cock as she does.

      Burying my face into the crook of her neck, I grit my teeth as I continue to pump into her. My cock aching to release, I’m so fucking close, my spine’s tingling.

      She grinds down on me, her body moving in sync with mine. “Easton, God, Easton, I can’t stop coming” she whimpers. Her pussy contracting around my cock, pulling the cum from my balls.

      I can’t hold it off any longer, I thrust deeper inside of her, my cock twitching and throbbing as it releases stream after stream of cum. I groan deep into her neck, so fucking relieved that my woman is here.

      I hold her in my arms, her legs still wrapped around my waist even as I soften inside of her. I’m reluctant to pull away, to lose this connection. “Baby,” I whisper with a smile on my face.

      She gives me a blinding smile. “Easton,” she sighs. “We need to talk.”

      Just like that, the buzz of my orgasm wears off and a cold chill runs down my spine. I pull out of her and help her to a standing position, my blood is ice cold as I stare at her beautiful face, worry lines etch at the corners of her eyes, her lips are thinned, and she’s got fear shining in those deep brown eyes of hers.

      This isn’t good.

      Fuck.

      I can’t lose her. No way in hell.
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            EASTON

          

        

      

    

    
      I lead her to the couch. The moment she sits down, her gaze goes around the room, she’s looking anywhere but at me.

      "What's going on, Rebecca?" I ask, needing to know what the fuck has happened and why she looks as though she's about to pass out.

      Her face is pale, her eyes wide, and she's wringing her hands together. "I want you to know that this doesn't change anything, Easton. I didn't come here to have sex with you. I needed to speak with you. My emotions got in the way."

      Is she serious?

      "Baby, I'm not sure what the fuck is going on with you, but you weren't the only one having sex. It was the both of us. You need to realize that what we feel isn't fading, when we're together electricity sparks. There's no fucking way to deny it."

      She glances away as she swipes her tongue across her lips. “That may be true.”

      “Not may be,” I snarl, pissed that she’s brushing this aside. “Rebecca, you left without letting me fucking speak, if you had, then you would have known that I would have done anything to keep you at my side. Instead you ran.”

      Her gaze comes back to me, those brown eyes of hers wide and filled with wonder.

      “So I’m going to speak now,” I say and she nods. “I’ve had almost ten weeks to think about what I’m going to do once I finally had you back and I can guarantee you that it’s not letting you walk out that fucking door.”

      “What do you propose, Easton, neither of us should lose what we have worked so damn hard for.”

      I move so that I’m sitting beside her, my pants undone and my cock semi-hard just as it is whenever I’m around her, the second things turn sexual that motherfucker is harder than stone. “No one is saying that we lose what we’ve worked for. No one is asking you to walk away from college. What I’m asking is that you give me the time to tell you my plan.”

      She throws her hands up in the air. “God, Easton, we don’t have time. I’m pregnant, and as soon as I start to show, people are going to ask questions. Then what? We’ll be right back to where we started, except this time, we will lose it all.”

      My world tilts. Did she just say what the fuck I think she just did?

      “You said you had taken the Plan B pill,” I accuse, my head spinning by her revelation.

      She shakes her head. “I never actually said that.”

      Thinking back, I realize that she’s right. It was her friend that spoke. “Why did you let me believe that you had?”

      She runs her hands through her luscious brown hair. “You know why, had Cassie not said anything, Easton, I’d have been in your arms and then we’d have both been screwed. So I did what I thought was right. I allowed you to believe the lie.”

      “What made you change your mind and tell me about the baby?” I can’t keep the anger out of my voice. I’m fucking pissed. Why would she do this?

      “It’s not that I changed my mind. I’ve always wanted you, Easton, that’s something that’ll never change, I just didn’t want you to resent me if things went wrong between us. That’s something I could never forgive myself for. I thought it was best if we went our separate ways before feelings got involved.”

      I raise a brow at her. Seriously?

      She releases a low giggle. “Stupid huh? We both know that feelings were involved from the get go, but I thought making a clean break after one night was for the best. I’m sorry that I hurt you and led you to believe that I took the Plan B pill, but I want you to know that I never planned on keeping this baby away from you.”

      “So what happens now?” I ask her. “Have you decided what you’re going to do?”

      She nods. “I thought about it and I’ve decided to keep the baby.” She glances up at me. “To keep our baby.”

      Fuck. My baby.

      “You’re having my baby?” I ask her, needing to hear the words. This is something that I’ve wanted since I saw her. This moment is what I have hoped for.

      She gives me a blinding smile. “I’m having your baby,” she tells me.

      “Fuck.”

      She giggles. “I’m pretty sure this is what you wanted all along.”

      “It is, but thinking you took that pill had me thinking you wouldn’t be pregnant, so this is a fucking shock, baby. It’s everything I wanted with you, but it’s still unexpected.”

      Her eyes fill with water. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I never meant to hurt you. I just wanted us to be okay.”

      I slide my hand around her neck and pull her into me. I slant my mouth against hers and kiss her with unbridled restraint. I want her to feel everything, I want her to know just how much I want her. How much I want this baby. “Mine,” I growl like some fucking caveman and that’s exactly how I feel when I’m around, Rebecca, like a damn caveman. My protective instincts come out to play and there’s no fucking around. I need her to be safe, I need her to be mine.

      “Easton,” she moans thickly and I know that she wants me just as I her.

      The thought of fucking her while she carries my baby has me thickening. Christ. I want this, the moment I slid inside of her virgin cunt, I knew that I wanted her round with my babies and now here we are. She’s pregnant and in my arms again. Just as it should be.

      I know that I should lift her carefully into my arms, carry her to bed, and cherish her in a loving way. But I can’t. The need to fuck her is strong and I’m not the type of man to deny what I want. “Know that I’ve fallen for you, Rebecca,” I say, hoping she’ll understand the words that I’m saying. “I fell the moment you smiled that gorgeous smile of yours at me.”

      Her eyes widen. “Easton,” she whispers. “I’m falling too.”

      “I’ve enough money that I can take leave for the rest of the school year. Once you finish, I can return or I can get another position at another college. You’re mine, Rebecca, heed that. Because I’m not letting you go.”

      I pull her to me, the hem of her dress rising and bunching around her waist as she sits astride my lap. My cock is thick and ready for her. “Ride me, baby, I need to feel your pussy.”

      Her hands go to my shoulders and she positions herself so that her pussy is hovering over my cock. “I need you, Rebecca,” I tell her through clenched teeth, I’d like nothing more than to thrust deep inside of her, but right now this is her show.

      She slowly lowers herself onto my cock, inch by fucking inch. Christ this woman is going to drive me crazy. She throws her head back and releases a cry of ecstasy. She’s loving this, but fuck me, I need more.

      There’s no way that I’ll ever get enough of this woman.

      Her movements are slow, soft, and very deliberate, she’s letting me know that she’s in control. Little does she know that’s far from the truth. I curl my arms around her back and hold her close to me. I drive into her hard, fast, and frenzied.

      “Easton,” she cries out as she clutches my shoulders. “Oh, God, so good.”

      “Nothing better,” I tell her as I take her mouth, my tongue sweeping in and I take everything that she has to give me.

      “No,” she cries. “Nothing will ever be as good as you.”

      I thrust harder into her. “You’ll never get the chance to know. You’re mine, baby, now and always.”

      “Yes,” she cries as I impale her with my cock. She throws her head back and lets me have my wicked way with her.

      “Shit,” I growl as I pound into her, harder with each thrust. The harsh sound of our bodies slamming together mix with her moans and my grunts. My spine starts to tingle and my balls tighten. I’m too fucking close, I’m on the verge of spilling my seed inside of her.

      I grit my teeth and hammer into her, fuck, I can’t hold it back any longer. She throws her head back as her body trembles above me, her eyes close, and her lips part as she releases a long whimper. I slam into her once again and she shatters, my name like a war cry as she comes undone, her pussy contracting around my cock and I’m done. I slam into her once—twice—thrice—and I release stream after stream of cum inside her.

      I hold her close to me as we both recover from our intense orgasms. “You understand it yet, baby?”

      She looks at me with wide eyes and gives me a short sharp nod. “You want me.”

      “I want a fuck of a lot more than that.”

      A small timid smile plays on her lips. “But what—”

      I silence her with a chaste kiss. “But nothing. I will not let anything jeopardize what you have worked your ass off for. I told you, baby, I can find a position elsewhere, let’s get you finished and then we can go from there.”

      “Really?” she asks.

      Christ, what the fuck, why doesn’t she believe that I want this.

      “Really. Where the fuck life takes us, we’ll do it together. You, me, and our baby.”

      She rests her head against mine and I press a kiss to her lips. “I want that,” she tells me and relief washes through me. Finally, she’s finally letting me know that she’s on the same page as I am.

      “Then, that’s what you’re going to get,” I promise her.

      I’ll do whatever the fuck it takes to ensure that I’m with my woman and that our child is safe, secure, and happy. That’s all that I want in life and looking at the beauty that’s in my lap, I know that I have everything that I could have ever wanted.
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        Five years later

      

      

      

      I’m breathless as I move through the house, something that is an everyday occurrence now. It’s hard to believe that we’ve come this far after five years.

      Married with two children and another on the way. Caden is four and Catherine is eighteen months, it’s been hard sometimes but having my babies was the best decision I have ever made, it’s also the most rewarding.

      It’s been a magical five years and true to his word, Easton followed me to the ends of the earth and back. We moved back to my hometown where Easton has to commute every morning, but my husband doesn’t complain, in fact, he prefers the college here than Clamont. I think being promoted and earning a ton more money is a huge factor in that happiness he has.

      Over the years we have both moved up the ladder at our respective jobs. I started out as an intern for my father when I left college and I’ve made my way up the ranks. I’m now the CMO of his company. It’s mixing everything that I love into one thing, and the major bonus is that I get to work alongside my father, not to mention the daycare that the company has, meaning that both Easton and I can pursue our careers as well as be the parents we want to be.

      “Baby,” his deep voice says from behind me. “The kids are in bed.”

      Shivers run down my spine. I love the way he still wants me. Our sex life has gotten better each and every time we make love and I know that’s because the love we have for each other is all consuming. It’s a once in a lifetime love and I’m so lucky to have found it when I did.

      He comes up behind me and slides his arms around my ever protruding waist. Easton loves me when I’m pregnant, he can never get enough of me. If he had his way, I’d be knocked up constantly. Hell he’d probably want to keep going until we had our own football team.

      He stays behind me with his hands resting on my bump until we reach our bedroom. The moment I enter, he spins me around and kisses me. Even after all this time, I’m putty in his hands. I become mush, all I can do is cling to him for dear life and let him have his way with me.

      His hands slide down my body until they reach the hem of my robe. My husband isn’t one for finesse and he doesn't waste any time in getting what he wants.

      Within seconds the robe is pooled around my feet and his fingers are gently caressing my heavy breasts. With each child my boobs have grown, something that I’m grateful for as I wasn’t happy with what I had pre-pregnancy. Now, they’re heavy and filled with liquid. I’m still breastfeeding Catherine and my milk supply is a lot more than our daughter can have. Easton loves me anyway he can get me, and that includes milky and wet.

      His lips attach to my nipple and I moan. God, this man, he’s so damn talented.

      “Mmm, baby,” he groans as he begins to suckle from my breast. He pushes me back until I’m at the edge of the bed, he helps me down onto the mattress before he continues.

      I’m wet. Soaking wet for him. Just as I always am. I need him, I want to feel his cock as he stretches my pussy.

      He hovers above me, his cock thick and standing to attention. God, I want him. My body is humming with need. “Please, Easton, give me it.”

      He slides a finger into my pussy as he continues to suckle on my breast. I grind down against his finger, my body burning for him. I whimper when he tears his mouth away from my breast. “Going to fuck you now, baby.” His lips descend on mine as he lines his cock up at the entrance. I should be grossed out by tasting myself on his lips, but I’m not, it only adds to the intimacy that we share.

      He thrusts deep inside of me, his cock stretching me, adding a little pain to the pleasure. Something that I love. “God, Easton,” I cry out as he slowly withdraws his cock from me before thrusting deep once again..

      He pulls out of me and flips me over so that I’m on all fours, he doesn't give me a second to adjust, he just plunges back inside.

      “God,” I cry out as he thrusts into me, his cock stretching me even more. There’s something about doggy style that just hits different.

      He pounds hard and fast. His strokes hitting the edge of my cervix, he knows what this does to me. I’m clawing at the sheets, mewling like a cat. I’m so close.

      “Give it to me, Rebecca, let me feel you flood my cock.”

      I can’t hold back, it’s like a tidal wave as it washes over me. I cling to the bedding as my orgasm hits me.

      “That’s it, baby, more, don’t stop.”

      I couldn’t even if I wanted to. My body no longer belongs to me. Easton is the puppet master, he can make me do whatever the hell he wants on command.

      Once I come down from the high, he flips me back onto my back. “Nowhere near finished with you baby,” he tells me with a grin, his eyes hold such love and affection and it makes the pleasure rise as he thrust deep within me once more.

      “Easton,” I cry. “Please darling, I need you.”

      I’m a mess at this stage, my body is spent, my brain can hardly function and my arms and legs are trembling.

      “Love you, Baby,” he growls as he presses a kiss against my lips. “With everything I am, I fucking love you.”

      I smile at him. “I love you too.”

      “You’re going to give me one more orgasm, baby, then I’m going to flood your pussy with my cum.”

      I shake my head. I can’t. I can’t do that, I’m too tired.

      “You can, baby,” he tells me as he continues to thrust into me. “Just one more.”

      He twists his hips and this time when he thrusts, it’s short hard thrusts and I know that there’s not a hope that I’ll be able to hold off from having another orgasm. Easton knows how to make me cum, it’s one of his favorite things to do.

      His movements become jerky and uncoordinated and I know that I’m not the only one that’s close to the edge.

      I match him thrust for thrust, knowing that it’s all going to be over soon. “Easton, please,” I plead with him as my pleasure starts to hit its peak. I'm about to shatter once again, this time I need him to join me.

      “You’re mine, Rebecca, all fucking mine,” he snarls as his lips encase my nipple once again and he suckles at my breast once again.

      I can’t hold it off. My fingers claw at his back as my orgasm takes over. I cry out, my body arching, and I see stars. I cum long and hard, unable to continue to hold onto him any longer, I’m tired, utterly spent. He’s fucked me into oblivion.

      He releases my breast and grits his teeth, his fingers digging into my flesh at my hip as he thrusts hard and fast into me.

      I moan, loving the feeling of him thickening inside of me.

      “Fuck,” he snarls as he thrusts deep into me one last time before he stills above me, his cock jerks, and he unloads his cum inside of me.

      We’re both breathless, sweaty, and completely spent. “It always gets better,” I tell him as he pulls out of me.

      He chuckles as he collapses beside me in the bed. “Been telling you that since day one, baby, it’ll always be like this with us. Nothing is ever better than you.”

      He’s right, he has been telling me this since the beginning and I believe him. Our thirst for sex has only grown as the years have passed. Our love grows and our sex gets hotter. It’s a way of life for us and I don’t ever see it changing.

      “Let me clean you up baby, and then you can nap,” he tells me with a soft smile.

      My eyes are drooping and it’s not going to take me long until I’m fast asleep. Being seven months pregnant and running after two children under the age of five is tiring, not to mention today we’re having a celebration for Cassie who’s also pregnant with baby number three.

      He comes back into the room and cleans me up, this man is the perfect gentleman to me. He always takes good care of me and never fails to make me feel as though I’m the only woman in the world for him. He cherishes me, showers me in love and affection and I couldn’t ask for more.

      Once he’s finished cleaning me up, he climbs into bed and rests his hand on my ever growing bump while pressing his lips to my head. “Love you, baby.”

      My heart fills with warmth as it does every time he confesses his love for me. “I love you too.”

      Not a day that goes by that he doesn’t show or tell me that he loves me. I’m spoiled, I know that and I’m so thankful that I found him. He’s the most amazing husband and father and I couldn’t ask for more.

      “Sleep baby,” he tells me. “I’ll wake you up before the others get here.”

      I nod as I press against him. Tonight we’re hosting Cassie’s celebration for hers and her husband, Lucas’s anniversary as well as their baby shower. Over the years Cass and I have grown even closer, she too has moved back to our hometown. It was a rough road for her, but she’s happy now and I couldn’t be more proud of her.

      My relationship with Hazel has gotten stronger over the past five years. She has moved to Denver, but we still speak every day and we see each other at least twice a month. She’s become one of my best friends and I’m so glad that we have that relationship. Not to mention our boys are the best of friends, having them both so close together was amazing. Caden and Isaac are so cute whenever they see each other, they always have smiles and hug one another.

      Easton’s family are amazing and have welcomed not only me, but all of my family with open arms. Whenever there’s a celebration, our families come together to celebrate, no matter whose party it is. Our family has become one and I, for one, am happy that my children will have so much love.

      “Sleep, beautiful,” he tells me. “I’ll be here when you wake. I love you, Rebecca, forever.”

      I fall asleep with a smile on my face, I’m happy and in love.
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      Present Day

      Chasing the sound of her desperate cries, I hear her scream, begging someone—anyone, to help her. I turn the corner of the abandoned warehouse careful not to make my presence known. My pulse pounds violently and I breathe through my mouth. The stench in the air is vile, it smells like piss, death, and filth. I take another step. Silence. I can’t hear her cry anymore. The only sound I hear is the water dripping from the roof onto the concrete floor.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      “Help me. Dear God, please help me,” she cries out. She sounds weaker than she did only moments ago. Defeated. It’s as if she’s resigned herself to the fact that no one will hear her plea.

      That no one will save her.

      I take another step. Something sticky forces me to glance down at my foot. Blood stains my shoe and my gaze follows the trail of crimson, settling to the dead body decomposing in the corner. I bite the inside of cheek, holding back the urge to scream. My gut clenches thinking of all the things my girl was exposed to and how it’s all my fault.

      I failed her.

      But I won’t fail her now.

      Never again.

      I take a few more steps, hiding behind a palette of wooden crates. I peek in between them and that’s when I see her.

      My girl.

      She’s sitting in a metal chair with her wrists tied behind her back and her ankles bound together. Her head is down, her long brown locks stick to the sides of her pretty face, hiding it from my view. She still wears the same clothes as she was the day she was abducted, only they’re covered in blood and dirt.

      I force a swallow, silently willing her to lift her head.

      I need to see her face.

      To look into those beautiful eyes and see for certain that she’s okay.

      “No one’s gonna save you, sweetheart,” a voice taunts.

      I’m gonna save her, you fuck.

      His body comes into my view as he stands in front of her, slowly bending to be eye level with her. I watch quietly. Victor’s voice sounds in my head, reminding me not to be a cowboy.

      Patience.

      Her life is at stake.

      The motherfucker roughly cups her face, forcing her eyes to his. I shift to the right, hoping to catch sight of her face, but her eyes don’t find mine.

      “My father will kill you,” she grinds out. “Do you hear me? He’s going to kill you! The only way out of this is for you to just let me go.”

      He laughs wickedly.

      “Your father can’t save you little girl just like he couldn’t save his best man. And when you’re dead, he won’t do a damn thing either. He didn’t after I killed Val. You see, sweetheart, your Daddy isn’t in control anymore. I am and you, you’re at my mercy.”

      At the mention of my father, I freeze, processing that the man with his back toward me, the one torturing my girl, is the same man who killed my father. Suddenly, he rears his hand back, slapping Nikki across the face.

      The cocksucker takes a step backward and she finally comes into my view. My breath catches as she slowly lifts her head and anger coils in my veins at the sight. Her face is streaked with mascara and one of her cheeks is red from that son of a bitch’s hand, but she’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      Something triggers inside of me and I know it’s time to end this nightmare. I straighten my posture, my hand tightening around my gun. Keeping my hand stead, I cock my gun, the barrel of it aimed at the back of the enemy’s head. My eyes focus on Nikki once more, knowing she’s all the strength I need to pull the trigger. Her head turns and those brown eyes I love so much meet mine. They’re dull at first but as realization settles in, life is reborn in them.

      Raising my free hand, I press a finger to my lips, signaling for her to remain silent. I want this motherfucker to be surprised when I riddle him with bullets. I hold Nikki’s gaze, quietly hoping she’s got enough trust in me to know I won’t let anything else happen to her.

      I’m here, Princess.

      You’re safe now.

      I slowly round the pallet and creep up behind him. My finger tightens around the trigger.

      This is it.

      My first kill.

      After today, my hands will forever carry the blood of another man.

      I’ll become my father.

      Tearing my gaze away from Nikki, I stare at the back of my target’s head.

      “Mikey watch out!!” Nikki screams.

      But it’s too late.

      I pull the trigger.

      A single shot to the head.

      Nikki screams as his blood splatters onto her and he falls face forward onto the floor. That’s when the gunfire erupts. I lift my eyes from the man who killed my father and tortured my girl and run for her.

      “Mikey get down!!” she screams through her sobs.

      I ignore the warning and the bullets that fly past my head. All I care about is taking her in my arms and holding on to her for dear life.

      I need to touch her.

      To feel her.

      To know she’s safe.

      That he can’t hurt her. I reach her, but she shakes her head violently, staring over my shoulder. I turn and my eyes immediately widen. I was too focused on her and the fact that the man who murdered my father was about to deliver the same fate to the girl I love to notice there was a fucking war erupting behind me.

      I may have killed the man who took Nikki hostage, but Victor and his guys were in a stand-off, settling the score with the men associated with the scumbag lying dead on the floor.

      They don’t go down easily, and men begin to appear from all over the warehouse, firing back at Victor and his gang. I lift my gun, ready to shoot, but from the corner of my eye I see a man to my left, his gun aimed directly at Nikki. She’s oblivious to the gun pointed at her and even if she wasn’t, she’s bound to a chair, making it impossible to take cover.

      I turn my gun toward the man aiming at Nikki, but I’m not quick enough.

      He pulls the trigger before I do.

      

      “No!” I shout, running to beat the speed of the bullet. I launch my body over Nikki’s, knocking her and the chair backward just as the bullet tears through my flesh.

      I’m here, Princess.

      You’re safe.

      The gun slips from my hand as I roll off Nikki. I stare up at the ceiling, faintly hearing the sound of her crying beside me. I try to reach for her to assure her I’m fine, but I can’t move. The pain is unbearable. Blood pours from my wound. More gunshots are fired, and Nikki’s voice starts to fade.

      This is it.

      My mother always thought I’d end up like my father.

      She was right.
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      Eight Weeks Earlier

      “Thata girl just like that…”

      I grunt, threading my fingers through the mess of blonde hair that’s sprawled across my thighs. I pat her head, a sign of encouragement as I desperately try to recall her name. She continues to suck, her tongue working my cock like it’s her God given talent and I decide I don’t really give a fuck what her name is as I reach for the half-empty bottle of whiskey on my nightstand.

      I welcome the burn of the amber liquid as it slides down my throat and her tongue slides from between my balls and up my shaft. Her lips close around the head of my cock and the bottle slips from my hands, shattering into a million pieces.

      I don’t flinch.

      My fingers tighten around her hair and I will my mind to forget.

      Afterall, that was the plan.

      I thought if I got drunk enough and found an eager piece of ass, I’d be able to bleach the fact my mother is now brain dead after a fatal car accident.

      Nothing numbs like you a blow job and a little poison and I don’t want to feel a goddamn thing when they turn the machines off that are keeping her alive.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, reality slams into me. No matter how hard I try to block out the pain it won’t work. The only person I have left in this world is about to die and there isn’t a damn thing I can do to change that. No perfect blonde with fake tits and a willing mouth wrapped tightly around my dick will stop the inevitable. I’m going to bury another parent this week.

      

      The blonde’s head lifts from my lap, pulling me away from my morbid thoughts filling my head. Through blurred vision, I peer at her. The whiskey is finally hitting the spot, gifting me with the sweet oblivion I crave. I lift my hips, thrusting my cock down her throat when the sound of a ring echoes in my ears. At first I don’t give it much thought, I think my mind is playing tricks on me, but then I hear it sound again.

      “Fuck,” I slur. Glancing at my silent phone, I draw my eyes toward my bedroom door.

      Who the fuck is ringing my bell?

      There’s no one left.

      No one who gives a damn.

      I sit up, untangling my fingers from the blonde’s hair. All the blood rushes to my head and the room begins to spin.

      “Can’t you ignore it?” she purrs beside me. The sound of her high-pitched voice makes my head throb in agony. I should’ve been more selective, but I didn’t plan on conversation. She was here with the intent that her mouth would be too full for her to speak.

      A loud crash sounds from somewhere inside the house and forces me to pull my shit together. Throwing my legs over the edge of the bed, I reach for my jeans. I stumble as I pull them up my legs and draw up the zipper. Even in my incoherent state, I can still hear the muffled voices beyond my bedroom door and I reach for the baseball bat under my bed.

      “Val get your ass out here!” a deep voice bellows. It’s a familiar voice, one I’d probably have no problem placing if I wasn’t three sheets to the wind.

      “Who’s Val?” whines the broad sprawled out across my bed. Yeah, definitely should’ve been more selective. Lesson learned.

      Ready to swing, I raise the bat over my head as the intruder kicks in my bedroom door. The woman shrieks in fear as two men dressed head to toe in black, storm into my bedroom.

      Realization begins to settle as I stare at the two guys.

      They aren’t strangers.

      Hell, they’ve been a part of my life since before I even took my first breath.

      However, I haven’t seen them in a long ass time and drunk or not, I have no fucking idea why they’re standing in my bedroom.

      I fight for focus, peering at them with one eye open. The first guy is in his mid-fifties and if memory serves me correctly, his name is Jimmy but the guys on the street call him Jimmy Gold, mainly because he’s always donning an excessive amount of gold chains around his neck. For fuck’s sake the guy makes Mr. T. look like a goddamn pauper. Another reason behind the nickname is the gold tooth he sports in the front of his mouth.

      “Looks like our boy is doing okay…” Jimmy says, eyeing the naked woman in my bed. He wiggles his fingers at her and flashes her his signature golden smile.

      Unimpressed, she pulls the sheet over her body and calls my name. It’s a delayed reaction if you ask me, but, hey, I’ve got to hand it to her—at least one of us knows the other’s name.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Feisty little thing, aren’t you?” Jimmy croons.

      “The party’s over, sweetheart,” the younger man standing next to him interjects. I watch as he bends to retrieve the blonde’s discarded dress from the floor. Rising to his full height, he tosses it at her before fixing me with a look.

      Anthony Bianci.

      Back in the day, he was the closest thing I had to a brother. Being five years older than me, I looked up to him. I wanted to be just like him—not so much anymore.

      He crosses his arms against his broad chest, pity radiating from those crystal blue eyes. He looked at me the same way after my father died and I fucking hated it.

      My jaw ticks with anger as I tear my gaze from his.

      I don’t need anyone’s pity.

      Turning my attention back to my naked conquest, I tip my chin toward the dress laying on top of the bed.

      “Get dressed. I’ll call you a cab.”

      Forgetting my phone is on the nightstand, I pat my pockets in search of it. That’s when I hear another set of feet pad across the threshold. A pair of Italian loafers catch my eye and my gaze slowly travels upward. Unlike the other two men who are dressed casually, this one wears an expensive charcoal suit.

      Using the wall as an anchor, I lean against it as my eyes lock with the man who I considered a second father. The man my father died saving.

      Victor Pastore.

      In the ten years since I’ve last seen him, he’s aged some. The dark brown hair he wore slicked back is now streaked with gray, especially along the sides and there are lines surrounding his eyes.

      As put together as he, he looks tired.

      Worn.

      Like life has dragged him down.

      “Val,” he rasps.

      I don’t know if it’s because I’m inebriated or if I’m just shocked, but I can’t formulate a single syllable. Maybe it’s neither of those things, maybe I can’t speak because I’m choking on so much anger. I wrote this man off years ago, told myself he wasn’t worth my spit and now, he’s here.

      “It’s good to see you, son,” he continues.

      I stare at him blankly, running my tongue along my bottom lip.

      “Is this really happening right now?” the blonde shrieks. “If you assholes haven’t noticed, I am naked.”

      “Oh darling, we noticed,” Jimmy says with an amused grin. I peel my eyes away from Victor to look at Jimmy, watching as his eyes travel the length of her.

      Still a sleazy asshole, I see.

      Victor steps around him, acknowledging my bedmate in a much more classy manner. “Sweetheart, we are sorry for the interruption. Why don’t you get dressed and, Jimmy here will give you a ride home?”

      Horrified at the suggestion, she gapes at Victor. I don’t blame what’s her name, I wouldn’t want to get in a car with him either. Ripping the sheet from my bed, she wraps it tightly around her exposed body and climbs off the bed. A moment later the door to the adjoining bathroom slams and the hot willing mouth that slurped on my cock lets out a stream of curses.

      Well, I guess that’s done.

      Sighing, I comb my fingers through my messy hair, my bloodshot eyes glaring back at Victor.

      The silence in the room is deafening as he unbuttons his suit jacket. Sliding one hand into his pocket, he diverts his gaze to his shiny Italian loafers. The fog starts to clear and a million questions race through my mind.

      What’s he doing here?

      Why now?

      My mother and I haven’t heard from Victor since my father was murdered. I thought he would’ve made some kind of play when my mother announced we were moving from New York to Pennsylvania, that he would attempt to keep us close. But the man who prides himself on honor didn’t do that. He let us go and never bothered to check in on us to see if we needed anything. Ten years and not a single phone call.

      But here he is, in the fucking flesh, calling me son.

      “Son, I’m sorry about Maryann,” he says hoarsely. He lifts his head and his eyes meet mine. “I wish you would’ve called me after the car accident. I would’ve been here sooner.”

      “You would’ve been here sooner?” I repeat. He can’t be serious. “Why the fuck would I call you?”

      My voice sounds broken even to my own ears. As bitter as I am, I’m hurt. Pained, actually. Why didn’t he live up to the promises he made the day we buried my father? I was sixteen, learning how to become a man when my father was shot twelve times. He laid dead in the street in front of Rosalie’s Bakery for hours, rotting as they took pictures of his body. The police roped off the scene of the crime with yellow tape that stayed there for days and when the limousines drove past the bakery on the way to the cemetery, I saw it. The caution tape and the blood that still stained the sidewalk.

      The newspapers called it a “Mobbed Up Massacre”. The media loved the rivalry between crime families, and they ate that shit up, printing whatever it was to sell their paper, not caring if my mother or I saw the gruesome photos of my father. Hell, Michael Valente’s death made the headlines for a solid week after his death. They labeled him the second in command, the Underboss to the Pastore crime family. Every day they released another photo but the one that will be forever embedded in my brain is the one of him lying in a pool of his own blood. I remember thinking to myself how he looked like someone’s prey lying there covered with a sheet as a police officer outlined his body with chalk.

      I cut the articles out of the paper and for years I’d look at them, memorizing the tiniest of details. The officer held the chalk in his left hand. He wore a watch on his right wrist. I could tell you so many details about the detective in that picture but the only part of my father that was visible were his favorite pair of loafers that peeked out from beneath the sheet.

      Aside from the photos I had also memorized the contents of every article. They said my father made the ultimate sacrifice to protect Victor. He shielded Victor with his own body, allowing the rival family to riddle his body with bullets. In the days that followed his death, I often found myself wondering if my father thought of my mother or me before he stepped into the line of fire. Did we cross his mind at all? Or was he too wrapped up in being Victor’s right-hand man that he completely forgot about his only son and the woman who would love him until she drew her last breath?

      The police didn’t arrest Victor, that much I know because I was sitting at the kitchen table eating breakfast when he showed up to our house. His face was drawn, his eyes bloodshot. The man who always appeared just so, looked like a disheveled mess. He had come to break the news to my mom that my father was dead. If I close my eyes now, I can still see my mother falling to her knees. Still hear her anguished cries.

      I stared into Victor’s eyes as he consoled my mom. It didn’t seem fair that Victor was standing in our kitchen, alive and well, while my dad laid on a slab in the morgue.

      It didn’t seem real.

      Even when I entered the funeral parlor and stared at his casket which was kept closed because one of the bullets had gone through his face—I just couldn’t wrap my head around the fact my father was dead. He was lying in that mahogany box, soon to be buried and never to be seen again.

      It finally hit me after the burial, when Victor pulled me aside at the cemetery. In not so many words, he promised to take the place of my father, to be the man I could turn to for advice because the only one I’d ever known was no longer with me. The irony wasn’t lost upon me, I knew the man promising to be a father figure to me was in fact the one who robbed me of my own father.

      Now, all these years later, he wants to live up to that promise.

      Fuck that and fuck him too.

      The bathroom door opens and the blonde saunters into the bedroom, stopping right in front of me. She shoves my chest with the palm of her hand and glares at me. “Forget you ever met me, Michael—Val, whatever the fuck your name is.”

      Ah, good to know I’m not the only one bad with names.

      “How about that ride, sweetheart?” Jimmy offers, dangling a set of car keys in the air.

      “Eat shit and die,” she snaps, flipping her hair over her shoulder. Then she charges out of the room, Jimmy and Anthony’s eyes following her taut ass as she goes. Moments pass before the door slams, signaling my chance at that happy ending she promised is gone too.

      Jimmy turns back to me, a wicked grin on his ugly mug.

      “Boy, you sure know how to pick them. How much she set you back?”

      Clenching my fists, I reply, “I don’t pay for sex.” But I sure as fuck am willing to bet he pays for every piece of ass he sinks his worthless cock into. Anthony slaps Jimmy on the back, tearing the sleezy motherfucker’s attention from me.

      “Jim, why don’t you and I step outside and give Vic and Mike a few minutes to catch up,” he suggests in an even-keeled tone.

      Some things never change. Anthony was always controlled, never flustered. As teenagers, he was the quiet one, choosing only to voice his opinion when he felt strongly about something.

      Jimmy looks from him to Victor, raising quirking a busy eyebrow.

      “Is that good with you, boss?”

      I don’t wait to hear Victor’s reply. Instead, I turn and head for the bathroom. To be fair, I don’t really give a fuck to know what is good for Victor and what isn’t.

      Closing the door behind me, I grip the edge of the sink and peer at my reflection in the mirror. Drinking myself into a stupor wasn’t the brightest idea, especially when I’ll be signing the papers that grant the hospital permission to take my mother off life support.

      I turn the knobs on the faucet and dip my head, splashing the cold water on my face.

      As if pulling the plug on my mother isn’t enough shit to deal with, I now have Victor on my belly. I wonder if he’ll pop a cap in my ass if I spit in his face. The thought almost brings a smile to my face, but then I think of my mom and I know for certain she would hate that.

      I don’t know if she was as bitter as me but if I had to guess, I’d say no. She was tight with the Pastores. They spent every Sunday together. My dad and Vic would talk business over brandy and cigars, while mom and Victor’s wife, Grace, cooked up a storm. They made enough food to feed the entire Pastore organization, but none of them were invited. Sundays were for family and the Valentes and Pastores were just that. Family.

      I’d sit at the dining room table sandwiched between Victor’s two daughters. Adrianna, the oldest, was my age. Our parents raised us like cousins which was weird considering how our mothers secretly wished we would one day get married to each other. As we got older, neither me nor Adrianna had the heart to tell them we didn’t like each other like that. Adriana’s heart was claimed and not by me. At sixteen she fell head over heels for Anthony.

      Victor and Grace’s youngest daughter, Nicole, was another story. She was six years younger than Adrianna and me, a little spitfire, always trying her hardest to be older than she was to fit in with us. She was a pain in the ass that insisted on calling me Mikey. I hated it but I was a sucker when it came to that kid. I think it was her smile that got to me. Braces and all, it made me weak in the knees. Hell, I’m almost certain if I saw her tomorrow and she decided to call me Mikey, my twenty-six-year-old self would grin. That’s saying a lot.

      I shut the water and take a deep breath, deciding it’s time to face the music. Emerging from the bathroom, I find Victor sitting at the foot of my bed, his elbows resting on his knees and his head in his hands. He slowly lifts his chin, his eyes finding mine.

      “What are you doing here, Victor?”

      Sighing, he rises to his full height.

      “I came as soon as I heard about the accident. I was praying it wasn’t as bad as it sounded.”

      The idea of him praying sounds ridiculous.

      “You pray?” I gawk.

      “I pray,” he confirms, the faintest hint of a smile teasing his lips. He shakes his head and the faint smile fades as his expression grows serious. “I wanted to be here for you.”

      That sounds almost as ridiculous as him being a man of faith.

      I grind my teeth, desperate to hold onto my pride.

      “Why now?”

      “Son, I was only honoring your mother’s wishes all these years,” Victor reveals, keeping his gray eyes pinned to mine.  I let his words settle for a moment, wondering what he means by that.

      What were my mother’s wishes? And why are they not important anymore as she lays on her deathbed? Shouldn’t they matter still?

      I dismiss those questions with a shake of my head. None of this makes any sense. How did he even find out about her accident?

      “She’s not dead yet.” I swallow the lump in my throat, the words catching as I acknowledge my mother is dying. Technically, she already is seeing as there is no brain activity. A hot rush of fresh tears stings my eyes, but I keep them from falling. The last thing I want is to cry in front of this man. Turning my head, I continue. “Her wishes should still matter.”

      “They do, but so should your father’s, and it's high time I honor his,” Victor says. I look back at him.

      “I failed you all these years and I will not sit here and make excuses for that, but I will not stay away and let you bury another parent either.”

      My teeth sink into my bottom lip as it quivers and I quickly turn my head as tears slips from the corner of my eye.  The numbness I craved earlier wears and suddenly it feels as if my heart is being ripped from my chest. Victor’s words slice through me. The reality comes crashing on top of me. I blink, turning my eyes back to him and roughly wipe at the tears that betray me.

      I bow my head, resigning to my grief. My mother’s smiling face flashes before me and I let the tears flow freely. Closing my eyes, one cherished memory bleeds into another. Before I know it, Victor’s arms are wrapped around me and I’m sobbing.

      I cry for the little boy inside me that clings to childhood memories of his parents.

      I cry for the teenage boy who faced the crucial years without his father.

      I cry for the man he became. The man who in just a few short hours will say goodbye to the only woman he’s ever loved.

      “You’re not alone,” Victor rasps. “You’ll never be alone.”

      It’s the same promise he made ten years ago, only this time as he says it, I pray for him to be a man of his word.
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      Staring at the framed photo of my parents on my dresser, I bite the inside of my cheek. After a moment, I kiss the tips of my index and middle finger and press them against the glass of the frame. It’s a shame when one parent’s life is cut short, it’s a goddamn tragedy when both are and it makes you wonder if you’re fated for the same destiny.

      I take the frame from the dresser and shove it inside my duffel bag. Zipping up the bag, I take one last glance around the bedroom before moving toward my closet and hooking my finger around the hanger of my garment bag that contains my one and only suit.

      Hours ago, I watched my mother draw her last breath and I told myself I’d return back to this house after I buried her, but deep down I knew the truth; I could never come back to this place.

      Irrationally I blamed Victor and my dad for her death. Granted, no one actually murdered my mother. But if it hadn’t been for my father dying my mother never would’ve moved us out here, therefore she wouldn’t have been driving on that interstate in the midst of a storm. Her car never would’ve flipped three times and I wouldn’t be heading back to New York to add another name on the tombstone that marked our family plot if they hadn’t made the choices they had in life.

      I have to hand it to Victor though, no matter how much of a dickhead I’ve been since he arrived on my doorstep, he hasn’t relented, working overtime to get into my good graces. He even offered me a job back home, one that I’ve actually contemplated taking. He’s opening a new nightclub and he wants me to run it, giving me a chance at a legitimate life while respecting my mother’s wishes and abiding by my father’s. I told him I’d think about it but first I have to get through this funeral.

      Sighing, I sling the garment back over my shoulder and exit my bedroom. I enter the living room, ignoring my audience and make a beeline for the liquor cabinet. Grabbing half a bottle of bourbon, I twist off the cap and take a hefty gulp. Three pairs of eyes remain glued to me as I drown my sorrows. I’d offer them a shot, but I’m a greedy motherfucker. The liquid burns my throat and warms my belly as I divert my eyes to the three men that barged in here last night. The men who stood by my side while I said goodbye to my mom this morning and now wait to take me back home.

      Victor slowly stands, his eyes firmly planted on me as he buttons his suit jacket. “You about ready, son?”

      It still burns my ass that he calls me son, but I leave it alone for the time being. “Just about,” I croak, taking another swig of bourbon.

      The dapper don shoves a hand into his pocket and glances at Jimmy, ordering him to bring the car around. Pulling the toothpick from between his teeth, he nods and does as he’s told.

      I refrain from rolling my eyes.

      The guy is a fucking puppet.

      Watching the two of them interact makes me wonder if my father was the same. Did he jump at Victor’s every command?

      “You can ride back with Anthony,” Victor says, patting Anthony on the back as he walks past him. “Give you two some time to catch up,” he adds, stopping to stand in front of me. His eyes move to the bottle I’m clutching and he sighs. “Go easy on that.”

      Grinning, I defiantly bring the bottle back to my mouth and take another shot. His jaw ticks ever so slightly but he doesn’t say anything. I’m sure if anyone else blatantly disrespected him, he’d have a few choice words for them, but with my mother dying only hours ago, he pardons me.

      Giving me one last glance, he motions for Anthony to walk him out. I don’t bother to strain my ears to hear what they say. I imagine it’s something along the lines of ‘take care of him’ or maybe ‘don’t let him get drunk’. Words of wisdom for my old friend and newly appointed babysitter. The ride back home should be fun.

      Once Victor closes the door behind him, Anthony and I stare at one another in awkward silence, giving me the opportunity to size him up. He’s bulked up since I’ve seen him last, standing about six feet three inches tall with shoulders as broad as a wide-receiver’s. Despite the fact it’s January and cold as fuck, he wears a black fitted t-shirt, showing off his corded arms and the ink that covers them. His dark hair is slicked back, a hair style he’s kept for as long as I can remember. Back in the day, I used to tease him over it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if I learned the guy has stock in a gel company somewhere. There’s also a sprinkling of gray hair that’s a new addition.

      His face hasn’t changed much though. There isn’t a line to be found on his olive skin and his crystal blue eyes are still as hard and uninviting as they were ten years ago. Anthony Bianci is as intimidating as they come, a man who can take you to your knees with one cold hard stare. If I didn’t know him, I’d be shitting my pants right now.

      “Where are your keys?” he asks impatiently, seemingly running out of patience.

      I guess someone isn’t all that happy to be saddled with the task of babysitting a drunk orphan. Is one still considered an orphan at twenty-six?

      When he doesn’t get a response from me, Anthony lets out an exasperated sigh and mumbles a curse.

      “Mike, let’s get some shit out of the way, yeah? I’m really sorry you lost your mother and I get that you’re mourning…” His voice trails as he swipes a hand over his face. “…I can’t imagine the pain you’re going through.”

      “What’s your point?”

      He pulls his hand away from his face, fixing me with a look.

      “I’m not Victor. I have zero tolerance for your bullshit. I won’t remain silent and swallow your attitude. I don’t have any fucking patience for games. So, let’s try this again, where the fuck are your keys?”

      Ah, still a tough ass, Bianci.

      Nice.

      It hits me then, that while I was suffering one tragedy after another, the guy who used to be my best friend grew into a man. A real fucking man, not one who thrives on pity parties. For all I know the guy can be married with a fleet of kids. I’m even willing to bet he’s high in the ranks of Victor’s organization too.

      Setting the bottle of liquor down, I reach into my pocket and pull out my keys, handing them to him. He takes them from me and asks, “Is there any gas in that piece of shit truck of yours or are we going to have to first stop at the gas station?”

      “Wait, why are we taking my truck?” I ask, watching as he grabs my duffel bag and garment bag.

      “How do you suppose we get back to New York? Shall we spread our wings and fly?”

      Turning around, he mumbles what sounds like a bunch of curses and walks out the front door, leaving me standing half sloshed and totally mindfucked. A few minutes tick by before I finally pull my head out of my ass and follow him, pausing at the door to glance over my shoulder at the home I’m leaving behind. I finally understand why my mom was so hell-bent on moving after my dad died, this place suddenly feels plagued by death.

      I step onto the porch and close the door.

      What’s that saying?

      When one door closes, another opens?

      Well, here’s to that.

      Here’s to closing the door on my mother’s death only to open a new door, one that leads me down the trail of reliving my father’s.
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      “Wake up, Princess,” Anthony says, shoving my shoulder forcefully. I groggily blink my eyes open, realizing I must’ve dozed off on the ride. It’s not really a surprise seeing as how Anthony is a miserable fuck. He didn’t say more than two words since we’ve started this little excursion back to New York.

      Sitting up straight, I glance out the window and notice Mr. Grumpy has pulled into a rest stop.

      The sun blinds me, and I wince, turning back to Anthony.

      I’m about to ask him where we are when he opens the door and climbs out.

      “I need to take a leak,” he mutters before slamming the door in my face.

      Nice.

      Shielding my eyes with one hand, I open the door with the other. My whole body aches as I climb out of the car.  I stretch my arms over my head and glance around the parking lot, deciding there is no use in trying to catch up to Anthony. A sign catches my attention, reading New York, 82 miles away.

      Great.

      More quality time with Mr. Grumpy.

      I can’t fucking wait.

      I make my way inside the rest stop and head straight for the newsstand, hoping they have a pair of sunglasses I can buy. My stomach growls as soon as I step inside and get a waft of Sbarro’s pizza. I can’t remember the last time I ate anything but the line is too long, so a bag of chips and a Gatorade it is. I spot a rack of sunglasses next to the register, pluck a pair from it and stand in line behind Anthony. I fix the shades to the bridge of my nose and watch as the clerk rings him up for two coffees. He pulls out a wad of money and I balk behind the dark lenses of the glasses.

      Holy fuck.

      That’s a lot of green.

      He takes the Gatorade from my hands, the chips and the tag from the glasses too, and hands everything to the cashier. I force my gaping mouth closed as my rich babysitter pays the clerk, shoving the wad of cash back into his pocket. Without a glance in my direction, Anthony starts for the parking lot and though I’m operating on a five-second delay, I follow him.

      Once we’re both seated in the truck, I turn to him.

      “You win the lottery or something?” I ask, taking the cup of coffee he offers me.

      “Or something,” he mutters, setting his coffee in the holder. I peer at him curiously, trying to figure him out as he starts the truck.  It’s honestly annoying to be on the receiving end of his foul mood.

      “Care to enlighten me on why you’re acting as though someone pissed in your cornflakes? I mean, the last time I checked I’m the one who is burying a parent.”

      “You’ve been gone some time, Val. People change. You ever think that maybe this is who I am and that I’m not actually in a bad mood?” he says, keeping his eyes on the road.

      I don’t remember the last time anyone called me “Val.” Anthony started calling me that name when we were kids, back when my father and Victor were Gods to us. We wanted to be just like them. I embraced it and even believed I had the chops to be just like my old man one day. But now, being called Val doesn’t sound so appealing anymore.

      I look away.

      “Seems like a shitty way to live life,” I comment. “Being miserable and all.”

      My words must strike a nerve because anger suddenly grazes his features.

      “You don’t know shit about my life, Val. So why don’t you do us both a favor and quit while you’re ahead?” he grinds out, rolling his shoulders.

      “Besides,” he continues. “You’re not really in a position to judge anyone considering the life you lead.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means in the last forty-eight hours I’ve watched you screw a bitch that means nothing to you and drink yourself into oblivion.”

      Is this son of a bitch serious?

      “You left out the part where I had to watch my mother die.”

      I have every right to make stupid decisions.

      My life hasn’t exactly been a walk in the park.

      “I took Maryann’s death into consideration, but something tells me you were living your life much the same before the accident.

      I think about my life leading up to this morning. I wasn’t always the selfish prick that I am now, there was a time when I devoted myself to making my mom happy. It began as soon as we moved to Pennsylvania and I made the football team. She stood in the stands at every game, cheering me on. That’s when I decided I was going to take it all the way. I was going to go pro, buy my mom a big ass house and put the days of grief behind us.

      I scored myself a full scholarship on my football merits alone, but then I was injured during my first college game.

      I shake my head, desperate to erase the memories of the days that followed my injury. The look of disappointment reflected in my mother’s eyes after the doctor revealed I’d never play again.

      Things went downhill for me from there. I pitied myself and began drowning my sorrows in alcohol and random girls. I eventually lost my scholarship and seeing as how we couldn’t afford to pay for school without it, I dropped out of college and got a job working construction.

      Anthony is right, my life is a fucking mess.

      The realization is depressing.

      I take a sip of my coffee, deciding its time I turn the tables on the man behind the wheel.

      “I didn’t know you were living the perfect life. Maybe I would’ve had you kept in touch,” I sneer. “And don’t give me that played out line that the phone works both ways because I picked it up, I fucking called but you never answered. So, tell me brother, tell me all about the beautiful life you’ve been leading.”

      His knuckles turn white as his grips tightens around the steering wheel. “Don’t go assuming shit, Val. You have no idea what the fuck went down after your old man passed away.”

      Curiosity burns through me and for the first time in years, I find myself wondering about the people I left behind.

      “Enlighten me then,” I urge, tipping my chin toward the open road in front of us. “We got some time before we get back to Brooklyn. You can start with the basics.”

      He doesn’t take my bait and I run my hands roughly through my hair. Then it hits me, there is only one topic Anthony Bianci can’t resist.

      “Adrianna, tell me about Adrianna,” I push. “Tell me you finally came to your senses and made her yours.”

      “No,” he grinds out, a flash of regret washing over his features. “She was never mine and never will be.”

      “Bullshit.”

      If I were a gambling man, I would’ve bet everything I had on Anthony and Adrianna.

      “That’s fucking insane, man. By now I thought for sure you two would be married with a tribe of kids.”

      “Just leave it alone, Val,” he warns, eyeing me from the corner of his eye. “I mean it, any and all mention of her ends now.”

      I hold my hands up in surrender.

      “Fine,” I mutter, but I silently vow to uncover all the reasons Adrianna is off-limits to him. Silence passes between us and I bring my eyes to my window. After a couple of minutes, my mind wanders to the other Pastore daughter and a small smile tugs the corners of my mouth.

      “How’s little Nikki?”

      If she’s a no fly-zone too, I give up.

      “She’s all grown up now, not so little anymore,” he reveals, sounding like a proud brother. “She went to some fancy make-up school in Manhattan and is a licensed beautician. Victor wants to open a salon for her, but she wants no part of it.” The faintest smile graces his lips as he shakes his head.  “She definitely keeps that man on his toes. It’s kind of fun to watch.”

      I try to picture the little girl who followed Adrianna and me around, begging us to include her in whatever it was we were doing all grown up, but I can’t.

      “She’s got a boyfriend.” He grimaces at the word boyfriend and I raise a curious eyebrow.

      “I guess you don’t like him?”

      “I don’t trust the little fucker,” he volleys. “But it’s none of my business. Victor doesn’t seem to have a problem with him.”

      “There has to be a reason you don’t trust him,” I probe.

      “Guys usually flock to the girls because of who their father is, they think if they get cozy with the daughters, they’re in with the mobster. It’s a shitty thing to say, but it’s the truth.” His jaw ticks and I can tell there’s something else he wants to say but for some reason, he stops himself. Shaking his head, he sighs. “Anyway, this kid, he’s not like that. He wants nothing to do with Victor.”

      Confused, I draw my eyebrows together.

      “Isn’t that a good thing then? That would mean he’s with her for her and not because of daddy dearest.”

      Anthony shakes his head.

      “Trust me, something isn’t right with him.”

      I settle back against my seat, realizing we just had our first civilized conversation in years.

      “You’ll see,” he adds, forcing my attention back to him. Although I couldn’t give a shit about Victor, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious about his thoughts on Nikki’s boyfriend.

      “Have you told Victor what you think?”

      “Nah, but I think he’s wary of him too.”

      He doesn’t say anything else on the topic, but I silently vow to keep a close eye on Nikki’s boyfriend while I’m in Brooklyn and come to my own conclusions concerning him. We pass another sign that informs us New York is now 38 miles away. The perfect amount of time to take another nap. But as soon as I close my eyes, thoughts of Nikki invade my mind.

      Does she still wear her hair pulled back in a braid?

      Is her voice still on the whiny side?

      Things start to get carried away and I start to wonder if she has a tiny waist, thick hips, and a rack I won’t mind burying my face in.

      What can I say? I’m a twisted fuck.
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NIKKI

        

      

    

    
      Note to self—partying all night with your boyfriend the night before you have to drive out to North Jersey to apply make-up on a crazy bride and her twelve bridesmaids is not a good idea. Actually, it’s probably the worst idea I’ve ever had because now I’m running on no sleep and have to sit through Sunday dinner with my parents. Usually, I look forward to Sundays. Mom goes all out because it’s the only day of the week “business” doesn’t come first for my dad. By that I mean, there is no talk about shakedowns or illegal gambling, just some good old-fashioned family time at the Pastore house.

      I adore my dad, really I do, but I resent his choices sometimes. You see, it’s not easy growing up with your dad’s picture plastered on the front page of every local newspaper. I was ten years old when I first learned my father was the head of an organized crime family. I would still think he was just a simple business owner if Mikey’s dad, Uncle Val, hadn’t been brutally killed. After that there was no denying who my father was.

      The teenage years were extremely difficult. On top of the normal angst a girl goes through, I had to deal with the backlash of who my father was. Making friends was hard because most people my age only wanted to be friends with me out of fear. “Be nice to the gangster's daughter. You never know when we might need to call in a favor.”

      And forget about having a boyfriend. There are two kinds of guys I attract. The cute ones that scare easily, and the ones who only date me because they think my father is Jesus Christ reincarnated. The first type are the ones who pick me up for a date, spot one of my dad’s goons, and run for the hills. The latter worship him and think dating daddy’s little girl will get their foot in the door with the mob. Those are the biggest idiots of all. They falsely believe the mob is glamourous, but I’m here to tell you there is nothing glamourous having Federal Agents raid your house on Christmas morning.

      Even now, at the age of twenty, I find it hard to let people into my life. No one sees me for me, it’s all about my last name. That’s why I consider myself lucky to have met a guy like Rico. He loves me for who I am and not for what my father may or may not do for him. I think that’s the most attractive quality about him. He’s not intimidated by Victor Pastore, not in the least which makes him a keeper in my book.

      “Mom, I’m home!” I call, entering the house. I kick the door shut with the heel of my boot, wheeling my traveling make-up case inside. Deciding I’ll take it up to my room when I can feel my toes again, I lean it against the wall.

      “We’re in here,” my sister replies from the living room, her voice nasal like it usually is whenever she cries. Which lately seems to be every day. I suppose that’s because her ex-boyfriend, Vinny, is the biggest douchebag to ever walk the face of the earth.  For a good while he had us all fooled, including my parents who accepted my sister’s unplanned pregnancy with open arms. It probably helped that Vinny promised my dad he’d marry Adrianna once he passed his Series Seven. That never happened, though, because he got a little too acquainted with the nose candy while studying for the test. Instead of becoming a licensed broker, he became a junkie whose biggest accomplishment is his stints in and out of rehab. The bastard makes no attempt to be a dad to my adorable nephew, Luca, either, which is his biggest crime of all if you ask me.

      Shucking my jacket, I make my way into the living room.

      The first thing I noticed is Adrianna isn’t the only one crying, so is our mom. Taking in their grief-stricken faces, dread swarms me. That’s another downfall to having a mobster for a dad—there’s always a possibility someone will clip him. My father is walking target.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I stare at my mom.

      “What’s wrong?  Did something happen to…” My voice trails. I can’t bring myself to finish the question.

      “It’s not daddy,” Adrianna says. I breathe a sigh of relief, but the sense of peace is short-lived because my sister tells me to take a seat.

      “Daddy is on his way home,” my sister continues, pausing to glance at our mom. “He went to see Michael.”

      Confusion mars my features as I try to understand why that piece of information would cause them be so upset. I for one think it’s great. It’s been years since we’ve seen Mikey and I miss him. How great would it be if he finally came around and reached out to dad? A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth.

      “Nikki, sweetie, it’s not what you think,” my mother says sadly, diverting her eyes to the tissue she nervously twists in her hand. “There was a horrible accident and Maryann…well, honey, I’m sorry to say she didn’t make it.” Her voice catches and she lifts her eyes back to mine.

      I stare at her in shock, absorbing the information, realizing Mikey is suffering the loss of another parent. My eyes instantly fill with fresh tears as I try to imagine what he’s feeling. It doesn’t matter I haven’t seen him in ten years or that he hasn’t kept the promise that he would, my heart still breaks for him. I watched him mourn his dad all those years ago, and he barely survived. Now he has to endure that same pain. It doesn’t seem fair.

      “Daddy’s bringing him home. They’re flying the body here in the morning and the service will be Wednesday,” Adrianna reveals.

      Robotically, I nod.

      At least he won’t be alone.

      We’ll rally around him just like we did when his dad passed.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone,” my mom cries just as the front door opens. The three of us turn around, watching my dad and Jimmy walk through the door and we all jump to our feet, expecting Mikey to walk in too, but Jimmy closes the door behind him.

      “Where’s Michael?” Mom asks.

      I stare at my dad expectantly as his eyes dart around the room, taking in the solemn expressions that cover each of our faces.

      “He’ll be here momentarily. Anthony is driving him back.”

      “How is he?” I ask.

      “He was doing a pretty little thing when we got there,” Jimmy comments from behind my dad. Shooting Jimmy a deadly glare, my dad sends his right hand cowering into the hallway. Turning back to us, his gaze locks with mine.

      “He’s not doing too well.” He lifts his gaze to meet my mom’s eyes. “Drinking a lot.” He combs his fingers through his hair and rasps, “I don’t know how I can help him. He hates me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you, Victor. He’s just hurting and to be fair, there are a lot of unresolved issues on top of all this,” my mother says, laying a soothing hand on his shoulder. I glance at my sister, wondering if she knows what the hell my mother’s talking about. She was closer to Mikey than me. They were the same age, had more in common. It made sense. It also made me jealous as all hell, something I’ll never admit. Everyone joked they would wind up together and that drove me crazy, mainly because I had a crush on him myself. Not that he noticed, though, all Mikey saw me as is the little girl who followed him and my sister everywhere, begging for them to include me.

      A car alarm sounds three times, jarring me away from my thoughts. It’s a quirky thing that Anthony does every time he gets out of a car, signaling his arrival. I don’t get it but it’s become his trademark.

      Realizing Mikey is with him and I’m about to see him for the first time in ten years, I suddenly grow nervous. I remind myself it’s just Mikey—my Mikey—the same guy who teased me for years and this isn’t some happy reunion. His mom is gone and he’s hurt, probably even heartbroken.

      Jimmy goes to open the door and Anthony makes his way into the house first. The big lug blocks most of the doorway so it isn’t until he steps into the living room that my eyes connect with the man standing behind him. He slowly lifts his head, his eyes wandering slowly around the room. I hear my mom gasp from behind me and I know it’s taking all her restraint not to run and throw her arms around him because it takes all of mine. Mikey tips his head, his face softening as he acknowledges my sister. Then his gaze meets mine and something foreign flashes in those sad brown eyes.

      I stare at him for a moment, praying my mouth isn’t hanging open because the man standing before me is nothing like the teenage boy who left ten years ago. He takes my breath away and holds me captive with his stare, making it clear this little mob princess is royally fucked.

      My sister brushes passed me, wrapping her arms around him and I’m immediately pulled from my chance as I watch him return the embrace. He closes his eyes, relishing in the comfort she provides. I watch him return the embrace, closing his eyes as he relishes in the comfort she provides.

      “I’m so sorry, Michael,” she whispers. A frown ticks the corner of my lips because I can’t think of anything to say to him or bring myself to make a gesture of comfort. My mom joins in on the embrace and I still don’t make a move. I feel like I’m invading a private moment between the three of them. The need to flee overwhelms me and I hurry out of the living room. Reaching the hall, I smack my palm to my forehead and draw in a deep breath.

      After a minute, I pull myself together and see myself out the front door. Taking a seat on my parents’ stoop, I pull a pack of cigarettes from my pocket and light myself a cigarette.

      “Well played, Nikki,” I mutter.

      I’m not sure if it was the mere sight of him or the attraction I immediately felt when my eyes connected with him that’s got me acting like a total fool, perhaps it’s a combination of both. His arms alone struck me stupid. How could one find their words when the epitome of sex stood before them? Impossible!

      “Oh my God stop it!” I blurt out loud. “Get it together, Nikki. Think of Rico. Rico has muscles too.” You know you’ve reached a whole new low when you’re talking to yourself.

      “That shit will kill you.”

      My eyes widen at the sound of his voice and I begin to cough on the smoke. This has to be the worst reunion in the history of reunions. He takes a seat beside me on the top step and leans close, snatching the cigarette from my hand. My mouth falls open as he flicks it into the street and quickly snaps shut when he turns back to me.

      I wonder if anyone has ever died from embarrassment before.

      The thought quickly leaves me as I get lost in his eyes.

      Swallowing, I finally find my voice.

      “I’m sorry about your mom, Mikey.”

      He reaches out, brushing a stray strand of hair away from my eye and a sad smile flashes across his full lips.

      “Thanks, kid,” he replies hoarsely. His voice is much deeper than I remember, but I guess that’s to be expected. He’s not a teenage boy finding his voice, he’s a man and I’m not a little girl anymore.

      “I’m hardly a kid, Mikey,” I say, turning my eyes toward the street.

      Dropping his hand from my face, he follows my lead and glances at the curb.

      “So I noticed.”

      We’re quite for a few moments, then he runs his hands along the tops of his thighs and draws out a deep breath.     “It sucks that she’s gone,” he whispers. “I keep wishing there was something I could’ve done to stop her from getting behind the wheel that night.”

      I don’t know how to respond to that. Over the next few days people will be bombarding him with their condolences, suffocating him with the words I’m sorry. I consider myself a realist, I know nothing I say will bring back his mom and ultimately that’s the only thing that will mend the hole losing her has left behind.

      “Anyway,” he starts, still keeping his eyes on the street. “Who is Rico?”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “How do you know about Rico?” He turns his head, his eyes fixated on my profile.

      “When I came outside you were talking about Rico and his muscles.” His voice holds a hint of humor and my cheeks immediately flush at the realization. “So…” He pauses to clear his throat, probably so he doesn’t laugh in my face. “Spill. Who is he?”

      My gaze snaps back to him and again, my words get stuck in my throat as I take in the scruff that covers his chiseled jaw and the way his lips fight not to curve into a smile.

      I swallow hard and force myself to answer him.

      “Rico is my boyfriend.”

      He nods.

      “Anthony mentioned you had a boyfriend on the way here.” He pauses, shaking his head as he leans forward. “Hard to believe you have a boyfriend.”

      I take offense to that comment.

      “Excuse me?”

      I know my sister is gorgeous, but I’m no slouch. I can probably afford to lose five pounds, but I bust my ass every morning in the gym so I don’t feel guilty about the amount of chocolate I consume on a daily basis.

      He chuckles softly.

      “You should see your face right now.” Placing his hand on my knee, his eyes meet mine. “I mean it’s hard to believe you’re a woman much less one with a serious boyfriend. My little Nikki is all grown up.” He pauses for a moment, cocking his head to the side as he continues to stare at me. “You’re beautiful.”

      Oh.

      Wow.

      I open my mouth to thank him, maybe throw in a ‘you’re not so bad yourself’ but before I can, the front door opens interrupting the moment.

      “Jesus Christ, it’s colder than a witch’s titty out here,” Jimmy declares, pulling a cigarette from his pack.

      Mikey leans into me, whispering against my ear. “Is he always like this?”

      “Pretty much,” I reply, still stuck on the fact he called me beautiful.

      Jimmy starts to curse as he struggles to light his cigarette.

      “One of you kids got a light?”

      Rolling my eyes, I pull a lighter from my pocket and hold it over my head for him to take.

      “Thanks,” he mutters. “Your old man sent me out here to ask if Val planned on staying for dinner or if he’s in a hurry to bolt out of here.”

      “I’m right here, Jimmy. If you’ve got something to ask me, why don’t you do so?”

      Before he can do that, Anthony exits the house and joins us on the steps.

      “Mike, Grace ordered some pizzas. Do you want to stay, or would you rather head back to my place?” Anthony questions.

      “So, I guess it’s been decided that I’m staying with you while I’m here?” Mikey volleys, sounding agitated. Jimmy laughs, drawing everyone’s attention to him. Not sure what he finds funny.

      “Like Victor would let you stay in his house with his daughter after walking in on that scene last night.”

      In a flash, Mikey rises to his feet. I’m pretty sure he’s about to go off on Jimmy but is distracted by the horn that sounds. Turning, I spot the white Chevy Tahoe double parked in front of my parents’ house. Rico hops out and rounds the front of the truck, treating me to a grin as soon as our eyes connect. Reaching the steps, he climbs two at a time and smacks a kiss to my lips. When he pulls away, I’m a little rattled.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He laughs.

      “It’s nice to see you too, babe.”

      Tearing his gaze away from me, he looks around seeming to just notice the three men surrounding me. Pulling me to my feet, he wraps an arm around my waist and tugs me closer. With a nod to each of them, he acknowledges Jimmy and Anthony. Then focuses his gaze on Mikey.

      “Who’s this?”

      Leaning against the banister, Mikey crosses his arms against his chest. His eyes move from Anthony to Rico and he raises an eyebrow. “Let me guess… Rico?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t catch your name, though,” Rico retorts.

      “I didn’t say it,” Mikey clips, turning his eyes back to me. He studies me for a beat, then looks back at Jimmy and Anthony. He looks at me for a second before he looks at Jimmy and Anthony.

      “So, pizza yeah? Sounds good.”

      Without another word, he makes his way back inside the house, leaving us all on the stoop.

      “What the fuck is his problem?” Rico whispers into my ear.

      “That’s Michael. His mom just passed away, so he’s not really acting like himself,” I explain, although I’m not entirely sure that’s true.

      Ten years is a long time and just like I’ve changed, I’m sure Mikey has too.
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MICHAEL

        

      

    

    
      I lean against the back of my chair, savoring the pizza. It’s true what they say, New York has the best pizza. It’s like heaven in my mouth. Grace must notice that I’m thoroughly enjoying it because she places another slice on my plate before dropping a kiss to the top of my head. It’s a motherly thing to do, and I welcome the sentiment, treating her with a rare smile.

      I take another bite, glancing across the table to watch Nikki play with her folded slice of pizza. Sensing my stare, she peers at me from under the long fringe of her eyelashes.

      Christ.

      When did she get so fucking pretty?

      Don’t get me wrong, she was always pretty, even through the awkward stages of adolescence, but now…well, she’s drop-dead gorgeous. I can’t stop staring at her.

      Her tongue creeps out, wetting her plump lips and for a moment I wonder what those lips taste like. My gaze darts from her mouth to her eyes. Even they entice me. They’re mysterious and I wouldn’t mind uncovering all the secrets they hold. I realize the more I look at her, the more I forget my troubles. She’s a welcome distraction, her boyfriend not so much.

      Rico cups the back of her neck, demanding her attention.

      “Babe, grab me a drink,” he orders, releasing her neck. His fingers slide around and linger at her collarbone, while his eyes remain glued to her mouth.

      Prying his fingers from her smooth skin, she rolls her eyes.

      “Get your own drink.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek, stopping the smile that threatens.

      Still spunky.

      “Nicole!” Grace chastises. “Maybe Rico doesn’t feel comfortable helping himself.”

      Nikki looks at her mother and juts a thumb over her shoulder at Rico. She points her thumb toward Rico. “Like he’s ever been shy.” Her gaze shoots back to her boyfriend. “Get your own drink, babe.”

      Shaking her head, Grace pushes back her chair and stands. I don’t have to ask her where she’s going to know she’s about to fetch the prick a drink herself. That’s her way. It was my mom’s way too. They were raised on old school values and tended to every guest in their home, making sure they felt as comfortable as possible. But this fuck doesn’t deserve that kind of hospitality.

      He’s an arrogant bastard who has been parading Nikki around like a trophy since he arrived.

      Let him get his own fucking drink.

      “Grace, sit down. Rico, you know where the drinks are,” Victor says evenly.

      I look over at him, noting he appears to be unmoved. Reaching for the bottle of wine, he refills his glass. If the man of the house can get his own drink, so can the asshole mauling his daughter. He raises his glass toward Rico. “Salute.”

      Rico’s jaw ticks slightly but he quietly pushes out his chair and stands. Bending down, he whispers something to Nikki, then takes her earlobe between his teeth, giving it a gentle tug. My eyes immediately drift toward Victor to see his reaction to the display, but he doesn’t react.

      That surprises me.

      If I’m fucking pissed, he has to be.

      For fuck’s sake, she’s his daughter and he’s all but welcoming this asshole with open arms.

      “Michael, are you going to be staying with us? I can make up Adrianna’s old room for you,” Grace says, pulling my attention away from her husband.

      “No,” I reply, giving her a smile. “I am going to stay with Anthony. Thank you, though.”

      “Don’t expect me to make up a room, bud. Just be glad if I change the sheets,” Anthony says, reaching for his beer. He winks at Grace. Who knew the guy could do something other than grunt?

      “It wouldn’t have been any trouble,” Grace says.

      “Have you decided if you’ll be staying after the service?” she asks, her eyes hopeful as they find mine. “We’d really love to have you back home.”

      Everyone’s eyes fall on me, causing me to shift in my seat.

      “I offered Michael a management position at Temptations,” he reveals, his gaze finding me. “Still waiting for him to decide if he’s going to reject it or not.”

      I really didn’t want to have this conversation.

      Not with an audience.

      Not at all.

      “The grand opening is just around the corner,” Victor continues but is quickly cut off.

      “Speaking of the grand opening, Daddy, you still have a few decisions of your own to make.”

      My gaze cuts to her and she very subtly winks at me. It takes me a moment to realize she did that purposely, that she was giving me an out. I return the wink, making a mental note to thank her for the save later.

      When we’re alone.
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Nikki

      Rico returns, taking his seat next to me and I tear my gaze away from Mikey to look back at my father.

      “You still didn’t give Rico an answer to whether he can work the opening or not,” I point out. Normally I wouldn’t bust my father’s balls about giving Rico a gig. Rico doesn’t like asking my dad for favors and he doesn’t need them. He’s a successful disc jockey who works the hottest night clubs with no help from anyone. I’m not even sure why I threw Rico’s name into the pot, he didn’t need the work or the exposure. And when I told Rico I had asked my dad to hire him for the grand opening we had a huge fight, one that resulted with me throwing a pair of six hundred-dollar Christian Louboutin’s at his head. Nothing quite says, “Fuck off” like being smacked in the head with a pair of red bottoms.

      The only reason I’m bringing it up again is to take the heat off Mikey. He looked like he was ready to hightail it out of the dining room as soon as talk started of him sticking around after the funeral.

      “Babe,” Rico warns, sliding his hand under the table to squeeze my knee. “Drop it.”

      I pluck his hand from my knee and drop it back in his lap.

      “What’s the big deal, Rico? You’re awesome and have an incredible following.” I glance at my dad. “He will definitely draw a major crowd for opening night.”

      “I said I’d think about it,” my dad clips, looking at Rico. “You don’t seem too enthused with the idea.”

      Rico shrugs his shoulders.

      “With all due respect, Victor, I don’t really need your opening night gig. It’s not going to change my life, but it’s an important night for your family so if you need me, I’ll be happy to do you a favor.”

      I wince at those words.

      Did he really just say he’d be happy to grant my father a favor?

      Dad glares at Rico and I quickly try to defuse an intense stare down between the two men in my life, offering my dad a smile. Here’s to hoping the daddy’s little girl card still holds some merit.

      It doesn’t and soon Rico is on his feet. He places a hand on my shoulder, forcing me to look up at him.

      “I’m getting out of here, babe. You staying with me tonight?”

      My dad slams the bottle of wine against the table and I cringe.

      “I’ll call you later,” I tell Rico.

      Ignoring the ticking time bomb at the head of the table, he leans down and brushes his lips against mine. It’s not meant to be a sign of affection but rather a nice big fuck you to my father and it pisses me off. I should’ve kept my big mouth shut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Michael

      Excusing myself from the table, I go in search of something hard to drink. Surely, the man with the custom-tailored suits has a liquor cabinet somewhere in this lavish house. Soda just wasn’t gonna cut it after that scene with Rodrigo or whatever the fuck his name. I thought Victor was going to kill him, but even with the veins bulging on the side of his neck, the don managed to control himself.

      I find a fancy wooden bar with crystal decanters set neatly on top in the living room and make my way toward it.  I pour myself a glass of brandy and am about to take a sip when the front door slams.

      “Great, now I’m out two pairs of shoes!” Nikki shouts, limping her way into the living room.

      My eyes do a quick perusal of her and sure as shit, she’s missing a boot. She mumbles a stream of curses and for a split second I wonder what else her dirty little mouth is capable of. Nikki is proving to be the perfect distraction.

      “You’re welcome by the way,” she sneers, snatching the glass from my hand. Tipping her head back, she drains the glass, shuddering slightly as she swallows. I move to take the empty glass back, but she smacks my hand away.

      “Don’t,” she warns, giving me a glare. She refills her glass and quickly knocks back another shot.

      Raising an eyebrow, I take a step toward her. I cover her hand with mine, prying one finger at a time from the glass.

      “Thank you,” I say, tearing my eyes from hers to stare at the lipstick stain on the glass. I wouldn’t mind seeing that stain on a couple of other things. Pushing that thought from my head, I grab another glass and pour us each a refill. Handing it to her, I add, “Your boyfriend’s an asshole.”

      “So, does that mean you won’t be joining his fan club?” she volleys, slamming back another shot. I follow her lead, welcoming the burn of the alcohol as it slides down my throat.

      “It means I don’t like him.”

      She sets the glass on top of the bar and turns to me. She leans into me not affected by my stance in the slightest.

      “I’m sure he won’t lose any sleep over it,” she replies, propping a hand on her hip as she cocks her head to the side. After a pause she continues. “Rico’s not a bad guy, Mikey. You don’t even know him.”

      “I don’t care to either,” I clip, tearing my eyes away from her. “Just make sure he treats you right.”

      “Or what? It’s a little ridiculous to impose threats when you haven’t been around in ten years and have no intention of sticking around.”

      The sass in her tone causes my eyes to snap back to hers.

      “You don’t know anything about my intentions.”

      Not that I have any.

      I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.

      “Oh no?”

      Her words sound like a dare and I’ve never backed down from one. I’m not about to start now. Stepping closer, I invade her space. Her breath touches my chin as I raise a hand, my knuckles gently brushing the side of her jaw. Her skin is soft as silk against my rough hand. She stares at me through her eyelashes—God, they’re long. And beautiful, so fucking beautiful. The girl is slowly creeping under my skin and I don’t know what to make of it. Evening the score, I let my thumb trail along her lower lip, hoping she’s just affected by me as I am her.

      “Trust me, kid, you wouldn’t know what to do with my intentions.”

      Her breath hitches and a sinister smile spreads across my face.

      Mission accomplished.

      “Everything okay in here?”

      At the sound of Victor’s voice, I drop my hand from Nikki’s face and turn to meet his curious gaze.

      “All good, Vic.” I lick my lips, the taste of whiskey still coats them. “I’ve decided to stick around after the funeral,” I reveal, shooting a quick glance at Nikki.

      Dare accepted, Princess.

      I hope you’re ready.
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NIKKI

        

      

    

    
      My eyes focus on Mikey from across the private room of Fiorintino’s Italian Restaurant. After Maryann’s service, my father insisted we all gather here for the repast. Mikey had held up in church, but my heart broke for him when he said his final goodbyes to his mom at the cemetery. I watched from the car window as he kissed the wooden coffin, laying a single rose on top of it before he joined us in the limousine. He didn’t say a word as we rode to the restaurant and now he’s nursing his tenth scotch.

      “I feel so bad for him,” I say to my sister.

      “Me too, but at least he’s not going back to Pennsylvania by himself.” She pauses, turning to hand my nephew a piece of bread. “Do you know where he will be staying?”

      I smile at Luca, watching as he kicks his little legs in the highchair.

      I may be biased but my nephew is the cutest two-year-old to ever exist.

      “He’s staying with Anthony,” I reveal, turning my attention back to her. Anthony is a touchy subject where my sister is concerned. Her shoulders tense at the mention of him and for some reason, my eyes dart across the room to where Anthony stands with his eyes firmly glued to my sister. After all these years, he still only has eyes for her. Sure, he’s had lots of women, but that’s just physical. Anthony Bianci’s heart belongs to my sister.

      “Oh,” she says as she lifts her head. Their eyes connect but because both of them are chickenshits, they quickly look away.

      “You’re pathetic,” I tell her.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, please, you’re both miserable, pining away for one another. Life if is too short for that shit. What are you waiting for?”

      “Nikki, leave it alone. You’ll never understand,” she argues. Pushing back her chair, she stands and takes Luca out of the highchair. “I have to go.”

      I sigh.

      Did I mention I suck as a sister?

      I knew I’d make her uncomfortable by bringing up Anthony, and I did it anyway.

      “A, don’t leave. I’m sorry.” I stand, reaching for her arm. “Look, you’re right. I don’t understand, but you never made me understand either. I just want to see you happy.”

      I don’t remember what that even looks like anymore.

      Balancing Luca on one hip, she slings her diaper bag over her shoulder and presses a kiss to my cheek.

      “I love you but I’m leaving.” She rearranges Luca in her arms and pauses, turning back to me. “Promise me something?”

      Sighing, I nod.

      She’s probably going to make me promise to mind my business.

      “Don’t make the same mistakes I did.”

      I don’t know what mistakes she’s referring to, but I nod anyway. “I promise. Be careful going home.” Bending my head, I press a kiss to my nephew’s forehead. “Bye, my sweet boy.”

      Adrianna starts to walk away, but she comes to stop and glances back at me. “Hey, Nikki, Michael looks like he could use a friend.” She looks at him then back at me. “Don’t leave him hanging.”

      Then she’s gone.

      I divert my attention back toward Mikey. He stands alone at the bar, staring at the drink in his hand. The suit jacket he wore to the funeral is nowhere in sight and he’s rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt. The man looks amazing in a suit.

      Being the glutton for punishment that I am, I make my way toward the bar.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Michael

      If one more person comes up to me to say they’re sorry, I’m going to punch them in the face. It’s not like they’re sincere. These people are only here out of respect for Victor. I bet some of them never even met my mom.

      Yet, somehow, they all know me.

      I’ve had more people pat me on the back to tell me I’m the spitting image of my old man today than I have my entire life. It doesn’t help that Victor paraded me around the restaurant like I’m some prized filly he races at the track or that he told everyone I was going to be working for him. Apparently everyone was eager to see if I had the chops to fill my father’s shoes.

      But my father didn’t run a nightclub. He organized illegal card games, took bets on everything from football to horses and when the losers didn’t pay, dad was the one who put him in the hospital. He didn’t punch a clock, he broke jaws and left you eating through a straw. He carried a piece at all times and never left the house without being locked and loaded.

      These people were about to be disappointed because I don’t know how to fire a fucking water gun.

      But here I am, Victor’s newest protégé.

      I polish off the rest of my drink, ignoring my pounding head and the fact I’m seeing doubles of everything. In fact, right now, I’m seeing two of Nikki’s. Not exactly a hardship if you ask me. Two is better than one and the thought makes my dick hard.

      I know, I know.

      I’m a sick bastard.

      Sue me.

      “What do you want?” I slur.

      “Charming,” she replies, sliding onto the barstool next to me. She crosses her legs and her little black dress rides up her thighs. I wonder if she puts any effort into being sexy or if it just comes natural. “Seriously, are you always this much of dick or am I special?”

      I lift my eyes from her legs.

      “When have I been a dick to you?”

      “You were kind of a dick to me the other night when you found it necessary to tell me you didn’t like my boyfriend. Oh, and how about when you told me I wouldn’t know what to do with your intentions? That was kind of dickish. Did you ever think that maybe it’s you who can’t handle my intentions?” she taunts, crossing her arms over her chest, drawing my attention to her perky little tits.

      “Tell me more about your intentions, Princess.”

      If they are anything like mine, we’re in for a good time.

      She frowns.

      “You weren’t supposed to say that.”

      “What was I supposed to say?” I say, suddenly feeling off balance. Hell, the room is spinning.

      “Oh, forget it. You’re bombed.”

      I prefer the term sloshed, but whatever.

      Her gaze wanders behind me and she quickly straightens her posture.

      “Sober up. My dad’s coming this way.”

      I couldn’t do that if there was a loaded gun pointed at my head.

      “How do you expect me to do that? And I’m not bombed,” I lie. “I had a few drinks. Big fucking deal.”

      “You drank half the bar,” she deadpans.

      Facts. Victor joins us, a big smile on his face as he drapes one arm around my shoulders and the other around Nikki’s. Apparently, I’m not the only one around here feeling no pain.

      “You don’t know how happy it makes me to see the two of you together again. It’s just like the old days,” he says, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “I’m glad you decided to take me up on my offer.”

      “Yeah,” I mumble. Peeling his hand off my shoulder, I signal for the bartender. I’m going to need more drinks to deal with him.

      “Mikey and I were just about to get out of here,” Nikki says. “It’s been a long day.”

      I look at her, raising eyebrow.

      Maybe she wants to show me those intentions of hers, if that’s the case—fuck the booze.

      “That’s a good idea. Jimmy will drive you home,” Victor says, his eyes darting around the room in search of the golden clad nutcase.

      “I’ll pass,” I say. If I can’t handle Victor, there’s no way I’ll be able to handle Jimmy. I follow Victor’s line of sight, spotting Jimmy at the other end of the bar, wearing a floor length mink coat.

      Yeah, hard pass.

      “I didn’t drink dad,” Nikki says as she scoots off the stool and presses a kiss to Victor’s cheek. Lacing her arm through mine, she smiles. “I’m good to drive, we’ll be fine.”

      Victor studies her for a moment before sighing.

      “All right.” Then he turns his gaze to me. “I have big plans for you, Michael. Tomorrow, Anthony will bring you by the club and we’ll discuss those plans further.” He pauses, bringing his attention back to Nikki. “Oh, that reminds me…tell your boyfriend he’s hired.”

      Nikki’s eyes widen.

      “Really?”

      Victor nods, his gaze slicing back to me. “Tomorrow around noon?”

      “Yeah,” I reply even though I’m fairly certain I’ll be sleeping way past noon.

      “Okay, let’s get out of here, buddy,” Nikki says. With another quick kiss to her father’s cheek, she drags me out of the restaurant. As soon as we’re outside, she releases her hold on me and I follow her to the parking lot behind the building. I must say, on top of everything else, the girl has a fantastic ass. I wouldn’t mind sinking my teeth into one of those round cheeks.

      She glances at me from over her shoulder and rolls her eyes.

      “Stop staring at my ass.”

      There’s no point in denying I’ve been ogling it.

      “It’s a great ass.”

      She turns back around and stops in front of a candy apple red Mustang.

      “You’re kidding me, right? This is your car?”

      In my drunken stupor I can still appreciate the glorious piece of machinery in front of me and this baby is gorgeous. I run the palm of my hand over the backside of the car and look back at Nikki.

      “It’s just a car.”

      She’s out of her mind.

      This is not just a car this is a beauty.

      One that makes me regret all the drinking I’ve done this afternoon because more than anything I want to rip the keys out of her hand and take this baby for a spin. Correction, I want to take both beauties for a ride. The car and the one sliding behind the steering wheel.

      She turns the key in the ignition and glances at me.

      “Are you coming or what?”

      There are a lot of ways I want to answer that question, but as she closes the door in my face, they slip from my mind. Stumbling, I make my way around the car and slide into the passenger seat. I barely close the door before Nikki cranks the car into gear, peeling out of the parking lot like Mario Andretti.

      Now would be a good time to put my seatbelt on.

      Maybe check to see where the airbags are located.

      She turns the radio all the way up, tapping her fingers against the steering wheel to the beat of the song. Clicking my seatbelt into place, I watch as she sings off key. She really starts to get into it, keeping one hand on the wheel as she throws the other in the air and shakes her head from side to side.

      She’s a sight for sure and I find myself laughing.

      I don’t remember the last time I fucking laughed.

      She glances at me from the corner of her eye, her perfect mouth breaking into a smile. I don’t know what it is about her, but she makes me feel at peace.

      Like I’m not so broken.

      Like I’m fucking alive.

      We make our way down 86th street and I divert my attention out the window, reacquainting myself with the streets I once called home. We drive another two blocks before we get stuck at a red light. Rosalie’s Bakery comes into my view and my eyes immediately drift to the sidewalk that was once stained with my father’s blood. Someone steps out of the bakery, her arms full of baked goods. Pedestrians move along the street without a care in the world. They don’t know a man died in front of that bakery. They don’t know that his blood pooled around his lifeless body. Life goes on for everyone without giving Michael Valente a single thought.

      Except for me.

      The light changes and Nikki pushes her foot against the gas pedal. I realize we’re only two blocks away from the house I grew up in.

      “Turn left here,” I tell Nikki. She glances at me, silently questioning me. “Please.”

      Nodding, she turns her attention back to the road and makes the left, slowing down as we approach the fourth house from the corner. Once we’re in front of it, she throws the car into park and I stare out the window, taking it in. It looks just as I remember, but I’m not all that surprised. My mom never sold the house before we moved. Victor wound up taking on the responsibility of it. He rented it out and mailed my mom a check every month. With her gone, I suppose it’s mine now.

      “Do you remember my Aunt Gina and my Nana, Big Red?” Nikki asks, pulling me away from my trance. I tear my eyes from the house and stare at her blankly.

      “My Nana, Big Red,” she repeats. “She’s about four feet tall with big, poufy, orange hair, and talks like a truck driver.”

      Of course I remember Red, we used to call her the Incredible Shrinking Woman. She would bribe me to steal cigarettes for her. Five dollars was the going rate and she would stash them in a straw pocketbook. A modern day Sophia Petrillo.

      “What about her?”

      “She and Aunt Gina used to rent the house,” Nikki reveals.

      “Why don’t they anymore?”

      “Aunt Gina packed up Red and her two dogs, Pepsi and Cola, and moved to a fifty-five and over community in Florida. According to her there weren’t any viable men left in Brooklyn.”

      I smile at that. If Red is a Sophia Petrillo stand-in, Aunt Gina is Blanche.

      “So, who lives there now?” I ask.

      “Nobody.”

      That can’t be right, my mother received a check from Victor last month. Confused I stare back at the house, a million memories flashing before me. I hit my heel against the dashboard and turn back to Nikki.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Where do you want to go?” she asks, switching gears.

      “Anywhere but here.”

      “So back to Anthony’s?” she probes.

      “Or there,” I mutter.

      I pat my pants pockets for my sunglasses, but I realize they’re in my suit jacket and I have no fucking idea where I left that. On a whim, I open the glove compartment and sure as shit there is pair of shades in there.

      “Hey!” she exclaims as I fit them to my face. “Those are my Gucci’s!”

      “They’re only sunglasses,” I mock.

      She snarls at me and it’s the sexiest snarl I’ve ever seen.

      It’s official.

      I need to get laid.

      There’s no other logical explanation for the detour my thoughts take every time Nikki says or does something.

      She veers onto the Belt Parkway, the Mustang taking off as soon as the tires hit the highway. The girl has a heavy foot and fifteen minutes later we pull into The Belt Parkway Promenade where people walk, jog, and ride their bikes—all enjoying the view of the Verrazano Bridge.

      This place brings back a lot of memories. My dad and I would come here to fish when I was a kid and when I became a teenager I’d often come here with a girl to make out.

      “This okay?” Nikki questions.

      “It’s perfect,” I reply, removing the sunglasses from my face.

      We make our way out of the car and begin to walk along the shore in silence. My mind wanders and I start to replay the day’s events in my head. The reel ends with Nikki calling me out on my behavior. I glance over at her, watching as she wraps her arms around her body. If I wasn’t such a drunken fool, I wouldn’t have misplaced my jacket and I’d be able to offer it to her.

      “We can go back to the car if you’re cold.”

      Her gaze cuts to me and she gives me a small smile.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      I nod, running my fingers through my hair. She moves to take another step but I grab her arm, holding her in place.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been a dick,” I mumble.

      “What?”

      Fuck.

      Of course she’s going to make me say it again.

      “I said I’m sorry for being a dick,” I repeat, holding her gaze. She cocks her head to the side and shrugs a shoulder.

      “I wasn’t all that serious about that,” she says, taking a few steps toward me. “I know you’re going through a lot right now.”

      She gives me too much credit.

      “Sure, I have some shit going on but don’t kid yourself. I’m one hundred percent a dick.”

      She laughs, pulling a smirk from my own lips.

      “I won’t take offense then.”

      The wind picks up blowing her hair all around her face. I can’t stop myself from reaching out and gently tucking a few strands behind her ear.

      “It’s been a long time, Nikki…” My voice trails. I’m not sure where I’m going with this, but every time I stare at her, I realize how much I’ve missed. How much I don’t know. How much I want to learn.

      “Yeah, I guess it has,” she agrees.

      “You’re all grown up.” My fingers linger behind her ear as I continue to stare at her, trying to find the words to express what I feel when I look at her. “I hardly know the girl in front of me.” I pause, cocking my head to the side. “Or maybe I knew the girl, but I don’t know the woman. I’d like to change that, though.”

      She shrugs her shoulders but the smile on her face is fucking brilliant.

      “You might change your mind, everyone says I’m a giant pain in the ass.”

      “I bet,” I tease. “But I’d still like to come to that conclusion on my own.” I drop my hand away from her face and shove it into my pocket so I don’t touch her again. “You okay with that?”

      “Sure,” she whispers.

      Relief fills me and before I can think better of it, I take my hands out of my pockets and throw an arm around her shoulders, bringing her against my side.

      “Good, but can we start tomorrow? I’m freezing my balls off and I’m pretty sure your lips are turning purple.”

      She laughs and I think the sound may just have become my new favorite thing.

      “Okay, Mikey,” she says, pressing her body against my side. Enjoying the feel of her, I tighten my hold and we walk briskly toward her car. Once we’re inside, we crank the heat all the way up. The ride back to Anthony’s apartment is quick, not allowing much conversation. She pulls the Mustang up to the curb in front of the apartment and I unclasp the seatbelt.

      “Thanks for the escape.”

      “Anytime.” She twists her body to face me and holds out her palm. “Give me your phone.”

      Lifting my hips off the seat, I retrieve my phone and hand it to her.

      “Why?”

      Nikki smirks, her fingers flying over my phone. She hands it back to me and I glance down at the screen, noticing she’s added herself as a contact.

      “Call me when you’re ready to get to know me.”

      Lifting my gaze from the screen, I flash her a crooked smile and lean over the console, pressing a peck to her cheek.

      “I will.”

      Regretfully I pull away, allowing myself one last glance at her before getting out of the car. She peels away from the curb as I open the door and make my way inside the apartment. I flick the lights on and close the door. Entering the living room, I find Anthony sitting on the edge of the couch, his eyes trained to the gun sitting on top of the coffee table.

      It takes a minute for him to acknowledge my presence.

      “Nikki drop you off?” he asks.

      Realizing I’ve been holding my breath, I exhale. I guess I was a little worried the son of a bitch might whack me. Good to know I’m not meeting my maker after all.

      “Uh, yeah,” I mutter as he leans forward, wrapping his hand around the gun. He fiddles with it like they do in the movies and I regret not brushing up on my mafia knowledge. Watching The Godfather would’ve been helpful.

      Tucking the gun into the back waistband of his pants, his eyes meet mine.

      “Be sure you want to work for Victor,” he warns. “Because once you do there is no way out. You will be at his mercy. People will fear you. They’ll detest you. The life you thought you wanted will become your worst nightmare.”

      I don’t respond, mainly because I have no idea what to say.

      He grabs his leather jacket and shrugs it on. Without another word he brushes past me and walks right out the door. Not sure what the fuck just happened, I drop my ass onto the couch.

      I don’t know what happened to Anthony, why he’s so bitter toward Victor.

      But that seems to be a trend around here.

      One thing I know for sure, though, there is no need to worry about how people will perceive me. The people who love me are gone. I’ve got nothing to lose.
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MICHAEL

        

      

    

    
      So much for sleeping in and tripping up Victor’s plan to show me around Temptations. He and Jimmy were at Anthony’s apartment at eleven o’clock this morning to pick me up and drive me to my new stomping grounds. The bastards didn’t even make a pit stop for coffee, revealing they were all about business.

      Another thing that was clear was that Victor spared no expense when it came to Temptations. With modern décor and top of the line light fixtures, Temptations is a luxe nightclub. As I begin to scope out every room, a foreman rattles off a list some pressing issues that demand Victor’s attention.

      Couches for the main lounge area are on back order and Rico still hasn’t made it his business to test out the sound system. Opening night is in a few weeks, which really doesn’t leave much time for back orders, and jerk offs who don’t do their job.

      “Call the manufacturer back, tell him I’m very disappointed and was hoping I wouldn’t have to pay him a visit,” Victor barks.  “As for Rico,” he continues, “I’ll deal with him personally.”

      I honestly don’t know why Victor hasn’t thrown Rico a beating yet. Even I can tell the guy is bad news and I haven’t been in his company all that much. He’s arrogant and I’m not a fan of how I saw him treat Nikki. The girl could do so much better.

      Victor motions for me to join him. As we do a walk thru of the club, he points out random men, explains what their roles are and whether they’re permanent or not and he introduces me to some of the guys.

      “That there is Sal. He’s been running things here temporarily, but now that I’ve hired you, he will resume his usual position.”

      “What does he normally do?”

      “Let’s just say he unloads cargo,” Victor eludes.

      We turn a corner, and he opens a door. Stepping aside, he urges me to enter the room first and once I cross the threshold, I stop dead in my tracks to take in the expanse of the oversized room. A large desk stands in front of a glass wall that overlooks the main floor of the club. On the opposite wall there are four flat screen televisions displaying security footage of every inch of Temptations. There’s also a large white leather sectional that fills the center of the room and off to the side there is an impressive bar.

      “As of today, this is your office,” Victor reveals.

      Shocked, I turn to him.

      “This is my office?”

      He nods.

      “If there is anything else you need let me know before the contractors finish. Of course, the bar will be fully stocked before opening night and they are going to install an intercom. That way you have direct access to the security portal, the sound booth, and all the main bars. There’s also a safe built into the floor under the desk.”

      A safe?

      Jesus Christ.

      I was still trying to wrap my head around the glass wall. When we were in the main room, I didn’t notice a glass wall. Seeming to read my mind, Victor walks to the glass, knocking his knuckles against it.

      “It’s black on the other side so no one can see inside the office,” he explains, cocking his head to the side. He studies me for a moment before barking out a laugh. “You look confused.”

      That would be the understatement of the year. I don’t know the first thing about running a nightclub and until five minutes ago I took this whole thing as a joke. Clearly, he has high expectations of me and I’m starting to wonder what will happen if I don’t fucking deliver. It is time to pull myself together and put my game face on.

      Clearing my throat, I walk around the desk and take a seat in one of the leather chairs positioned in front of it.

      “What’s the deal with the safe?” I question.

      “As part of your duties, you’ll be responsible for making sure there is never too much cash in the bar registers at one time and cashing out the club at the end of the night. That’s a lot of money, son, and I have a lot of enemies, none of them would think twice before robbing this place. Being in charge of that much money puts you at risk, which means you’ll have full security detail on you. It also means you’ll be carrying a piece.”

      A piece.

      “You want me to carry a gun?” I admonish, leaning back against the chair. I’m not sure how I feel about that. Victor unbuttons his suit jacket, taking a seat on the other side of the desk. He crosses one leg over his knee and stares at me for a beat.

      “Yes.”

      Silence settles between us for a moment before he continues.

      “I can see the wheels are turning in your head, but Michael, I’m a man of my word. I told you I wanted to give you a legit position and that much is true. I have no intention of having you work the streets. Your mother would roll in her grave. However, I don’t want to take any chances either. Working for me you are connected to me. My enemies will become your enemies and I will not have you become a casualty. Carrying a gun is for your protection. It’s an insurance policy, it doesn’t come with a list of a names and orders to kill.  But if a situation should present itself, you won’t be standing there helpless, holding your dick in your hands. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Yeah, I understand.

      But I also recall the men I met at the restaurant yesterday and how they measured me up to my old man.

      “Victor, I’m not my father.”

      “I know that,” he says with a jerk of his chin.  He shakes his head. “I’m not looking for you to wind up like him either and by that, I mean I don’t want you dead. You don’t fire that gun unless you’re in danger, then you do whatever the fuck necessary to protect yourself.”

      “I don’t know how to fire a gun,” I admit.

      Hell, I can’t even picture myself holding one. Anthony had no emotion when he held a gun in his hand last night. No fear.

      My luck I’d go to shoot someone and discover it wasn’t even loaded.

      Maybe I should start small.

      Like a BB gun or something.

      Beads of sweat suddenly form on my forehead and I swipe a hand over my face.

      “I’ll have Anthony take you to the shooting range, get you licensed to carry and everything. Make it legit.” He pauses, studying me for a moment. “Michael, if you aren’t comfortable—”

      Against my better judgement, I cut him off.

      “I can do it. I’ll carry the gun.”

      I’m Michael Valente’s son and he was a goddamn legend in this city.

      How can I dishonor his name like that?

      Meeting Victor’s gaze, I say, “As long as everything is registered and legit, I don’t see the problem and Anthony taking me to a shooting range is a good idea.”

      A smile spreads across his face.

      “I’ll get right on it.”

      “Okay then.” That settles that. “Is there anything else?”

      Please say no. I need to get the fuck out of here and go watch The Godfather. “Are you familiar with the nightclub scene?”

      I think about that for a second. Clubs aren’t really my thing, there weren’t many in our town of Pennsylvania. I’m more of a bar type guy.

      Give me a beer and a pool table and I’m happy.

      “Honestly, no.”

      He considers my response.

      “You should probably visit a few other clubs in the city, get a feel for the competition, learn what draws a crowd. Anthony could probably use a night or two out, anyway.” He pauses. “Actually, Nikki would be a good chaperone too. She club hops with that boyfriend of hers all the time.”

      My lip curls at the mention of Rico and Victor raises an eyebrow.

      “I take it you’re not a fan of Nikki’s boyfriend?”

      I shrug my shoulders.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t given that guy his walking papers.”

      Or that she hasn’t.

      Nikki doesn’t strike me as the type of girl who will put up with anyone’s nonsense. She can get any guy in the world, she doesn’t have to settle for an arrogant asshole.

      “I try not to get involved in affairs of the heart anymore,” Victor says, turning his attention to the glass wall. “I sabotaged my relationship with one daughter already. Not looking to do that again.”

      So that’s why Victor lets Rico get away with acting like a prick.

      He doesn’t want to destroy his relationship with Nikki, especially not over a guy. I guess that also means his relationship with his Adrianna is strained. I wonder who the guy is, if it’s her son’s dad or some other guy.

      “There’s something else I want to make clear, Michael,” Victor says, turning back to me. His facial expression growing more serious. “People pass judgment on me, they think I’m a monster and in some ways, I probably am.  I don’t play by the rules and I walk a crooked line. However, there are things I don’t touch. I won’t have drugs in any of my establishments. Perhaps that makes me a hypocrite, but I’m dead serious. I won’t stand for anyone pushing drugs in this club and I’m relying on you to control that situation.”

      First, he’s got me carrying a gun.

      Now, he wants me to be the narc police.

      C’mon.

      “You expect me to control who does drugs in this place? It’s a club--”

      He cuts me off.

      “That’s not what I’m saying. The last thing I need is the DEA sniffing around me. Kids these days will take anything they can get their hands on. They crush pills and snort them in the bathroom. Now, I know people are going to do drugs just the way they’re going to get piss drunk. The difference is we will supply the liquor, we’re not in the business of supplying drugs. You follow me?”

      I nod.

      Victor expects me to be sharp and on point every night. He wants my eyes on every inch of this place. There is no room for error.

      “Good.” He uncrosses his leg from the other one and slaps both hands on top of his thighs. “Now, I think we’ve covered everything. If you have any questions, you can call Anthony or Sal. Jimmy and I will be out of town for a few days.”

      “Okay.”

      I stand not sure if I should shake his hand or what. Victor rounds the desk and drapes an arm around my shoulders, escorting me toward the door.

      “Oh, I almost forgot! Nikki’s birthday just happens to fall on opening night. I want to make it special for her. I put in a call to Rosalie’s Bakery and they are making one of those fancy custom cakes for her. I want her to have a good night, so if you can think of anything else, maybe live entertainment or something, let me know.”

      He might not be my favorite person, but I respect him for always thinking of his girls.

      “I’ll give it some thought,” I say.

      “I don’t think Rico has anything planned, but just in case he does, you might want to run things by him.”

      Yeah, right. “I’ll handle him.”

      I’m not sure how, but I will, and I’ll find some way to make sure Nikki has a great birthday. We make our way back down to the main area of the club. Victor excuses himself to speak with a couple of the guys, leaving me by myself. As my eyes dart around the club, an unfamiliar sense of purpose washes over me. I might not like Victor very much, but he’s giving me an opportunity, one I plan to make the most of. I’m nothing like my dad, but I can make a name for myself just like he did.
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Nikki

      Flipping through Netflix I try to decide on something to watch. My phone chimes, signaling I have a text.

      

      Rico: Hey babe not going to make it. Last minute gig at the Pink Elephant. I’ll wake you when I get home.

      

      I frown at the screen before throwing my phone onto the bed.

      He’ll wake me up when he gets home?

      Is he fucking serious?

      I untuck my legs from under me and throw them over the side of the bed. Glancing at myself in the mirror, I pull my hair into a messy bun. After work, I threw on a pair of Rico’s boxer shorts, a lace camisole, and leg warmers, figuring it was the perfect outfit for a night in. One we were in desperate need of seeing as our schedules have been conflicting a lot. I don’t remember the last time we spent any quality time in the bedroom and a girl’s got needs.

      I suppose it doesn’t help matters much that I keep thinking about Mikey too. I blame Rico for that too. If he wasn’t depriving me of orgasms, my mind wouldn’t be working overtime, wondering what Mikey looks like naked.

      My phone chimes again.

      Heaven help Rico if the next text reads something like “keep dinner warm”. I’ll kill him and prove to the world that I am my father’s daughter.

      A war rages inside of me. I’m not some little housewife who will just sit home and wait for her man. Ready to respond to Rico’s text and unleash my fury, I reach for my phone, but I go completely still when I realize the last text is from Mikey.

      Mikey: What’re you doing?

      

      I ponder whether I should tell him Rico just stood me up or not. He already thinks the worst of him, no reason to add more fuel to that fire.

      

      Me: Trying to decide what to do tonight. What about you?

      

      I chew on my bottom lip, waiting for him to reply.

      

      Mikey: I’ll make it easy for you. You’re hanging out with me.

      

      The biggest grin appears on my face.

      

      Me: What will we do?

      

      Not that it matters, I’ll agree to anything. In fact, he can say let’s go rob a bank and I’ll ask if he wants me to bring a crowbar. It has little to do with boredom and everything to do with spending time with Mikey.

      Suddenly my phone rings.

      Without even looking to see who it is, I answer the call.

      “Hello?”

      “I don’t like texting,” Mikey grunts into the phone.

      “Then why did you text me in the first place?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I laugh, throwing myself back on the bed.

      “I bet you’d like sexting,” I tease.

      “Want to try?”

      Enjoying the easy banter between us, I smile.

      “I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable, Mikey.”

      “Careful, Princess.” The hint of humor that was in his tone isn’t there anymore. I don’t know why, but I like pushing Mikey’s buttons. I think that’s because I’ve been so out of whack since he’s been back.

      “I need a crash course in New York’s nightlife if I’m going to be any kind of good at this job and I thought you’d make the perfect tour guide,” he says.

      The idea of Mikey and I all dressed up taking on the city that never sleeps, turns me into a brainless idiot and I become quiet.

      “Hello? Did I lose you?”

      “I’m here,” I croak.

      “So, what do you say?”

      “Fine. But I should warn you, I have a reputation to uphold. If you’re going to be my arm candy you better make sure you look good.”

      As if there’s a remote possibility he could ever look bad.
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      I don’t know what I was thinking when I asked Nikki to go out with me. It’s not that she’s a bad time or anything like that. I actually don’t remember the last time I had so much fun or was this comfortable around a woman. But being with Nikki makes me want things I have no business wanting, especially with her. I can blame it on the dress she is wearing, the slinky black material clings to her body like a second skin. It’s cut high in the front, but when she turned to face me, I nearly spit my drink out—her entire back was exposed.

      I ushered her through the club, touching a hand to her back and learned just how soft her skin truly is. Now, I’m fucked because I want to run my hands over every inch of her.

      I’m not the only one struggling either, every man from the bouncer to the bartender seems to want her too.

      They are shit out of luck though because I don’t share.

      “You clean up nicely, Mikey.”

      I draw my eyes back to Nikki. She sits on a high stool with her legs crossed. That fucking dress rides up her legs making it impossible for me not to look at them. After I’m done torturing myself a little more, I lift my eyes to her. An amused smile plays on her lips—lips that are painted a shade of red. Lips I’m dying to taste.

      I force my gaze away from her lips and lean into her, mainly because the music is loud but also to get another whiff of her perfume.

      “I can say the same about you. You’ve turned heads since we stepped out of the car.” I brush her hair over her shoulder, and inch even closer to her. She turns her head, bringing us nose to nose.

      “What’re you drinking?” I ask. My fingertips linger on her shoulder before trailing down her arm.

      “Vodka and cranberry.” I drop my hand from her arm and signal for the bartender. I probably should’ve left that part to Nikki considering the bartender is a guy and only seems to serve the women shaking their tits in his face. At this rate we’ll get our drinks by tomorrow morning. Getting annoyed, I turn my attention back to Nikki.

      “What’s the deal? Don’t guys order drinks for girls anymore?” I ask her. I’m two seconds away from sticking my fingers in my mouth and whistling, maybe that will get the bartender's attention.

      “Most male bartenders gravitate toward female patrons for purely selfish reasons…their dicks.”

      Mischief fills her eyes as she smiles sweetly at me and leans over the bar, her eyes connecting with the bartender’s. I watch as she strategically winks at him and crooks her finger. I suppose I should be happy she didn’t shake her tits like all the others. Then again, she doesn’t have to.

      “Most guy bartenders gravitate toward female patrons for purely selfish reasons. Their dicks.”

      I’m sure she didn’t mean for that sentence to be so goddamn sexy, but hearing that word come from her tongue sent all the blood rushing down to my groin. I shove my hand into my pocket and try to reposition myself as she continues to talk. The damage was done, though, and I can barely make out a single word because I’m fixated on that sexy as fuck mouth of hers.

      The bartender appears, flashing a grin at her.

      “What can I get you, gorgeous?” Nikki turns to me and I meet the asshole’s gaze.

      Nikki looks up at me expectantly waiting for me to answer.

      “Vodka cranberry and a vodka straight,” I clip. With a tight nod in my direction, he busies himself making our drinks.

      “Bottle service is something you should push when the club opens.”

      I peel my eyes away from the bartender, hoping he doesn’t spit in my drink and focus back on Nikki. That’s right, the whole point of tonight was to get a feel of what I’d be dealing with as the new night club manager of Temptations. It’s hard to remember when everything about tonight feels like I’m on a date.

      “Why is that?”

      The bartender slides our drinks in front of us and I dig into my pocket, producing a couple of crisp bills.

      “Well,” she starts, taking her drink from the bar. “Clubs charge triple the price for a bottle of liquor. Bottle service usually entails a private server for the night, which customers love because they avoid all this,” she says, waving her free hand around the bar. “Plus, the club makes a nice profit.”

      Smiling, she extends her glass and touches it to mine.

      “Welcome home, Mikey.”

      Our glasses clink and I watch as she lifts hers to her mouth, taking a sip. The more I stare at her, the more drunk I feel and it has nothing to do with alcohol. I’m drunk on her.

      “You’re something else,” I declare.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      It means I like what I see.

      It means for the first time in a long time, I feel alive and that’s because of her.

      It means I suddenly want tonight to never end.

      I take a hefty gulp of my drink before placing it on top of the bar. Bracing one hand on the back of her stool and the other on the edge of the bar, I cage her body with mine. I lean close as she chews on her lip again. I like that she doesn’t back away. She’s gotta see the animalistic hunger in my eyes and it doesn’t faze her. She just holds my gaze like a motherfucking champ.

      “Mikey,” she whispers a little breathless.

      I lift my finger to her lips, silencing her.

      As much as I like hearing her say my name, it’s a dangerous slope because I shouldn’t be picturing her naked right now. I shouldn’t be wondering if she’s a screamer or what sexual position she prefers. I bet she likes it on top. Christ, what a sight she’d be.

      “Rico’s a lucky son of a bitch,” I rasp, dropping my finger from her lips.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because it’s true.” I pause, staring deep into her eyes. “He’s got you.” The words I’m about to say may make her uncomfortable, but I need to get them off my chest. I lift my hand, touching my index finger to her temple.

      “He’s got your mind.” My hand slides to her shoulder, down her arm and my eyes travel the length of her. “Your body.” I bring my gaze back to hers. “And your soul.” That’s probably the best part of all. Sighing, I shake my head and reach for my drink. Knocking it back, I slam the empty glass on top of the bar.

      “So, yeah, he’s a lucky son of a bitch.”

      “Lucky son of a bitch,” I repeat.
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Nikki

      After Mikey’s little declaration, I needed to the excuse myself. I make a beeline to the ladies’ room and stare at my flushed face in the mirror. I should’ve stayed home tonight because I’m feeling things a girl in a relationship shouldn’t be feeling. On top of the attraction I have toward Mikey, he makes me feel incredibly sexy and maybe even a little wanted—something I haven’t been feeling lately.

      I foolishly thought going out with Mikey would be innocent fun between old friends. Mikey needed an education on New York City’s night life and I’m a self-proclaimed expert on the subject, but the lines are blurring.

      Giving myself one final glance in the mirror, I find the courage to stop hiding in the bathroom. I turn to leave when one of the stalls opens and a girl stumbles out, nearly knocking us both over.

      “Excuse you,” I say, smoothing a hand over my dress. She narrows her eyes, brushing her overprocessed blonde hair from her face.

      Oh, girl, bleach is not your friend.

      If she weren’t so drunk, I’d give her my number and tell her I specialize in color correction.

      “I know you,” she slurs.

      My gaze travels the length of her, taking in the royal blue spandex dress that’s scrunched around her thighs and the make-up that’s smeared all over her sweaty face.

      She’s a mess.

      “Um, I don’t think so.”

      She stumbles to the vanity, emptying the contents of her purse in the sink. “You’re Rico’s girl,” she says, frantically searching for something. She should’ve ditched the clutch for a suitcase with all the crap she’s got in there. Lifting her head, her eyes meet mine in the mirror. “I didn’t see him here tonight.”

      I try to place the girl, a little unnerved that she knows so much about me and Rico, but I don’t recall seeing her before.

      I mean, you remember a face like that.

      It haunts you.

      “Ah, here it is,” she says, holding up a little clear bag filled with white powder. I cringe at the sight. Drugs are not my thing. In my twenty-one years, I’m proud to say not only have I never done them, but I’ve never had the urge to either. I have this crazy fear that I’ll be the person who rips a line and dies of a heart attack on the spot. Besides, I don’t really see the purpose of getting high. If you feel the need to escape your life, try making a change first.

      The girl opens a compact and with her shaky hands she pours the contents of the baggie onto the mirror. Lowering her head, she snorts the line. Sniffling, she lifts her head and checks her nostrils for any residue, completely missing a spot of cocaine on the side of her nose. Her eyes met mine in the mirror again and she grins.

      “Did you want some?”

      Doing my best to mask my disgust, I shake my head. She laughs.

      “That was a stupid question.”

      Having enough of her, I tuck my clutch under my arm and storm out of the bathroom.
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Michael

      I’m a dick— plain and simple.

      At least I own it though, right?

      After I told Nikki what I really thought, she ran to the bathroom, but I’m starting to think she escaped out the back door. I knock back another shot—my third since she disappeared—and decide to look for her. Trying to find the bathrooms in this place is as successful as searching for a nun at a bachelorette party.

      I finally spot a line of girls that wraps around the hallway. I scan the line to see if Nikki is still on it, which is another mistake because the girls start to think I’m checking them out. Little do they know my dick is broken. Without much effort, Nikki broke it and now it only seems to work when she’s around.

      I decide to give her another couple of minutes. If she doesn’t come out of the bathroom then I’ll start searching the rest of this godforsaken place. Leaning against the wall, I divert my eyes to the floor, noticing something is stuck to my shoe. I try to kick it off, but it doesn’t budge. Bending down, I pull at the plastic. Well, at least it isn’t a used condom. Turning it over, I examine the empty baggie. It’s the kind drug dealers use to disburse their product and on one side there is a red R stamped on it. Throwing it back on the floor, I wipe my hands on my slacks.

      Victor’s voice rings in my head reminding me this wouldn’t fly in Temptations. But how do you prevent it? I lift my head just as the door to the ladies’ room opens and Nikki steps out. She doesn’t notice me so I reach for her arm. She snaps her head back to me and the second my eyes meet hers I know something isn’t right. She’s off. The fire in her eyes is gone.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Can we get out of here?” she asks over the thundering bass vibrating through the club.

      I quietly assess her for a moment before nodding and taking her hand. Leading her down the hallway, I usher her out of the crowded club. Once outside, we continue to walk in silence, leaving the stale air of the nightclub behind us.

      She drops my hand somewhere along the way and I immediately shove my hands into my pockets because my first instinct is to reach for her again. After we walk another block, she reaches into her purse and pulls out a pack of cigarettes. Biting the inside of my cheek, I watch as she lights the cigarette, her perfect lips closing around the filter as she takes her first pull.

      Blowing out a ring of smoke, her eyes dart back to me.

      “I’m sorry I asked you to leave. I know tonight was important for you to get a feel of what you’re getting into but…” Her voice trails. She lifts the cigarette and takes another puff. “It gets old every now and then.”

      “What does?” I ask, moving to the curb. I lift my hand to hail a taxi.

      “This whole scene.” She brings her eyes back to mine and continues. “Don’t get me wrong, I love going out. I like being social and I love to dance, but a part of me just wants to go to a dive bar in the middle of nowhere. I want to drink beer and dance to some bullshit on a jukebox.”

      I smile, my eyes raking over her. She’d stick out like a sore thumb.

      “I can’t picture it.”

      Tossing her cigarette, she looks back at me.

      “And why not?”

      I don’t get a chance to respond because she goes on a tirade.

      “That’s what’s wrong with this world, people are too quick to make assumptions about others. They look at me and they treat me differently because of who my father is—of who Rico is. They don’t know a damn thing about me.  Half of them are too high on God knows what to remember my name.”

      I’m not sure where any of this is coming from.

      “Nikki—”

      “I’d fit in just fine, Mikey.”

      She turns toward the curb and I grab for her hand, spinning her back to me. Something I can’t quite make out flashes in her brown eyes. I’ve never seen her like this. Vulnerable.

      “Hey…” I call, lifting my free hand to her cheek. “Fuck those people.”

      Her eyes soften and I loosen my grip on her arm.

      “You want to tell me where all this is coming from?”

      Nikki shakes her head.

      “It’s stupid.” She sighs, brushing her hair away from her face. “Let’s just drop it.”

      No can do.

      I already made a vow for us to get one another and I’m not about to shy away now.

      “Do you do drugs, Mikey?” The question throws me off, but I shake my head.

      “No.”

      “Good,” she says, releasing the tiniest sigh of relief. “There was a girl in the bathroom ripping lines. It just made me so mad. I have no idea why, it’s not like she was forcing me to join her even though she did ask. It’s her life so why should I give a fuck?” She shrugs her shoulders. “I guess after everything that happened with Anthony and Adrianna, it’s only natural I’m against anything that has to do with drugs.”

      Since I’ve been back home everyone seems to dance around the topic of those two. It’s obvious that something happened between them and it left them both broken.

      “What happened with Anthony and Adrianna?” I ask curiously.

      Before she can answer, a taxi pulls alongside the curb right in front of us. I open the door for Nikki watching as she slides across the leather seat, then I climb in behind her.

      “Where to?” the cab driver asks.

      “I’m starving,” Nikki says, completely avoiding all talk about her sister and Anthony. She laces her arm through mine and leans her head against my shoulder and I forget all about them. “I know the perfect ending to this night,” she whispers.

      “So, do I…”

      Did I just fucking say that out loud?

      “Ladies first!” she replies with a flirty grin.

      Don’t worry, princess, I’m a firm believer in ladies first.

      Always first.

      “Take us to Roll N’ Roaster in Sheepshead Bay,” she tells the driver, then brings her eyes back to me. “Was that what you were thinking too?”

      “Not quite.”
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      The following day I was woken up by Anthony’s foot kicking my ass out of bed. Literally, the bastard pulled the sheets off me and nudged my bare ass with his sneaker so hard I rolled completely off the bed. To make matters worse, he interrupted a very gratifying dream. Well, it would’ve been gratifying had I not found myself laying on the floor, peering up at Anthony. I opened my mouth to ask him what the fuck his problem was but before I could get a word out he told that I had ten minutes to shower and dress. We were going to the shooting range.

      I suppose it could be worse, right? I mean people bitch all the time while training for a new job. They complain about pushing papers and stuffing envelopes. I get to drink, play with guns, and walk around with a permanent set of blue balls.

      The drive to the shooting range consisted of the usual silent torture I’ve come to expect when being trapped in a confined place with Anthony. Only this time the quiet elicited thoughts of Nikki.

      It seems that’s becoming a regular thing for me too. It doesn’t matter the time of day, if I’m just waking up or going to bed, she’s always on my mind. She even invades my dreams, making it perfectly clear that I am infatuated with the little mob princess.

      I want her more than the air I breathe even if it’s just for one night.

      The only silver lining to being consumed by Victor’s younger daughter is that it allowed me to forget my mother was gone and that I was the lead in the next bad reality show… America’s Next Gangster.

      Anthony turns down a dirt road—the kind you see in the movies where they whack a guy. Yeah, we are on that road. My palms sweat all the way, until a warehouse finally appears at the end. Aside from the few cars parked diagonally in front of the building, there is also over a dozen motorcycles visible.

      Anthony pulls his truck into a spot at the far end of the lot and we start to make our way toward the entrance of the shooting range. I pause in front of the motorcycles, appreciating the machinery, when Anthony smacks me upside the head.

      “Keep it moving, Mike, they’re waiting for us,” he growls.

      He pulls open the door to the range and I follow him inside, my eyes immediately spotting the twenty some-odd bikers all standing as part of the welcoming committee, sizing me up. One of them steps forward, his cold dark gaze connects with mine and I swallow. He’s a scary looking motherfucker, with tattered jeans and a leather kutte full of patches. Tattoos cover his arms and trail up his neck. My gaze drifts down to his leather vest again, noticing the patch on one side that reads President.

      “This guy here is Vic’s fresh meat?” the scary biker president asks Anthony.

      “Yeah, this is Michael Valente,” Anthony replies, shaking the scoundrel’s hand. He turns his attention back to me.

      “This is Val’s son? Get the fuck out of here.” He eyes Anthony who simply nods in response.

      Clearing my throat, I force his attention back to me.

      “I guess you knew my father.”

      He studies me for a minute, then spits his toothpick on the floor. The fucking thing lands next to my shoe—classy.

      “Yeah, I knew your old man.” His face softens slightly and a faint grin works its way across the grim line of his mouth. “He was a fucking legend.”

      Yeah, tell me something I don’t know.

      Cocking his head to the side, he takes a step closer to me.

      “You got the same chops?”

      Uh, no…

      Anthony claps a hand on my back.

      “Time will tell,” he says.

      The president gives me one final look before walking back around the counter. My eyes cut to the back of his vest, to the center patch that looks like grim reaper surrounded by flames. Above it, there is another patch that reads Satan’s Knights and below it another that says New York. I glance around at the rest of the bikers noticing their vests are all identical.

      I should’ve brought a flask with me.

      Big bad biker man reaches behind the counter and produces a clipboard. Shoving it at me, he pulls a pen from his pocket. Taking the pen and the clipboard, I look at Anthony.

      “Just fill it out,” he grunts, reaching into his back pocket. He hands the biker president a thick envelope. “Victor sends his regards, Jack.”

      Ah, so biker dude has a name.

      Weighing the envelope in the palm of his hand, he grins. “Always a pleasure doing business with Vic. How’s business?”

      Anthony shrugs his shoulders. “As good as to be expected with the new club opening. Victor wanted me to mention opening night to you.”

      “Victor knows me and my men aren’t really into the night club scene,” Jack volleys, mildly amused.

      “He was hoping you would be able to assist in providing protection. He’s not expecting any issues, but should something arise, he feels more comfortable knowing you have his back.”

      I lift my gaze from the clipboard, watching as Jack lights a cigarette. He takes a long drag, blowing out a heavy cloud of smoke as he contemplates his answer.

      “My men will be on call,” he replies, turning back to me. “You about done, kid?”

      I glance down at the blank papers.

      Shit.

      I shake my head and start to fill out the paperwork, a consent form confirming that I don’t have a criminal record and that I’m not a felon.

      It’s pretty comical that I have to attest to the fact I haven’t committed a violent crime to be allowed to fire a weapon when this place is clearly crawling with criminals. Talk about corruption.

      Once I complete the paperwork Jack, who I realize most men called Bulldog, leads us to a room where they keep all the weapons.

      I select a twenty-two-millimeter. The semi-automatic is light yet powerful, perfect for someone who is just carrying for protection purposes. Once that’s decided, Jack hands me a pair of goggles and a set of protective earphones. Anthony shows me how to load the magazine of bullets and instructs me to keep my feet shoulder width apart.

      My first few rounds are a bust and I miss my target marginally. Blaming it on my nerves, I try to focus. I ignore the scrutiny of the MC and block out Anthony’s intense gaze. I remind myself that I have my father’s blood running through my veins and I fire away.

      Each shot falls dead center on my target and I suddenly lose myself to the cause, firing one shot after another, taking all my aggression out on the paper target. Adrenaline floods my veins with the push and pull of each shot. I picture the faceless man who killed my father and the stranger driving the truck that slammed into my mother’s car. All the enemies that tore my family apart. The steady beep of the machines that sounded when my mother drew her last breath and the sound of her cries as she collapsed over my father’s coffin. Then an image of my younger self flashes before my eyes. I’m chasing after my dad, calling for him to play with me. For the first time since I started shooting, I close my eyes and blindly pull the trigger.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Both blanks.

      The shooting range grows eerily quiet, the only sound heard is my shrill scream echoing off the walls.
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Nikki

      I’ve never been more grateful for a slow day at the salon as I am now. I can’t even blame my exhaustion on a late night since Mikey brought me home hours earlier than Rico would have. After we shared cheese fries and hot roast beef sandwiches, we spent the night shamelessly flirting and stealing touches of one another. My skin seared every time his fingers grazed my arm or my back and let’s not even talk about how I felt every time our eyes locked. There was something feral in his gaze, it’s like he looked at me as though I was his next meal. I wanted to rip my clothes off and beg him to do all the things his eyes promised.

      I’m fucked.

      As if comparing Mikey to my boyfriend isn’t enough to make me the world’s worst girlfriend, I’m constantly imagining him and I in compromised situations.

      The bell chimes diverting my attention to the door. Expecting it to be my next client, I’m shocked to find Rico sauntering toward me. As handsome and confident as he is, when he pulls his sunglasses off and fixes his eyes on me, I don’t feel any of the butterflies that I do when Mikey sets his sights on me. Reaching me, he pulls me into his arms and I frown. How did I go from feeling like the luckiest girl in the world anytime he wrapped his arms around me to feeling absolutely nothing?

      He bends to kiss my lips.

      “Hey, gorgeous.”

      I force a smile. “This is a surprise,”

      “I missed my girl.” His fingers slightly dig into my hips as he watches me closely. “I’m sorry I bailed on you last night.”

      “It’s okay." I clear my throat. “I understand."

      “I was expecting you to be at my place when I came home,” he continues, releasing one of my hips to cup my chin. “But my bed was empty.” His other hand travels across my back down to my ass.

      “I didn’t feel like staying home by myself and I figured you wouldn’t be home early anyway.”

      It was partially the truth.

      Brushing my hair over my shoulder, he leans close, his mouth lingering at my ear.

      “Is there something you want to tell me, Nikki?” he whispers. The tone in his voice is grave as he presses his hand against my lower back, bringing my body flush against his. I glance over his shoulder at the clients and fellow stylists watching us, to them we appear like two people in a passionate embrace, but it’s anything but passionate.

      I reach behind me, prying his hands off me and meet his gaze. Rico and I fight occasionally and seeing as how we’re both hot-tempered individuals, our fights are heated. But I’ve never been on the receiving end of a gaze so murderous.

      “I went out with Mikey last night,” I reveal, anger surging. “You bailed on me and my friend asked if I wanted to go out. I said yes and we had a great time.”

      “Your friend,” he repeats.

      “Yes,” I say firmly, crossing my arms under my breasts. I peer at him matching his vicious gaze with one of my own.

      “Nikki, your two o’clock is here,” my manager calls from the reception desk.

      Cocking my head to the side, I continue to stare at Rico.

      “I have work to do.”

      “You’re my girl, Nikki. Mine.” He leans a little closer. “Not daddy’s and not Mikey’s.”

      I close the distance between us, poking a finger against his rock-hard chest.

      “I am no one’s property, Rico. Not my dad’s, not Mikey’s, and not yours.” My finger falls from his chest and I ball my hands into tiny fists. I don’t think I’ve ever been this mad. “You should leave.”

      He swipes a hand over his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “I heard you were out with him last night and I was so fucking angry, mainly with myself because I know we’ve been fighting. I shouldn’t have canceled our plans, that was wrong of me.” He reaches for my hands. “I didn’t mean to sound so fucking condescending.”

      Rico isn’t the type of man to own up to his mistakes. He pawns them off on others. I guess that’s why his apology catches me off guard, but he is right about one thing, we have been fighting more often than usual. I think a lot of it has to do with my attraction to Mikey. Since he arrived, I’m quick to pick a fight.

      I’m fucking up my relationship and for what? It’s not like Mikey is secretly pining away for me. He’s not the relationship type, he’s more of the love them and leave them kind of guy.

      “I’m sorry too. I should’ve told you,” I say. “I guess I was mad that you ditched me, that’s why I went with him.”

      He cups the back of my head, guiding my mouth to his. Our lips fuse together in a heated frenzy trying to reclaim what’s slipping through our fingers. But as we break the kiss, I can still feel the demise of our relationship lurking over our heads. A kiss and a couple of apologies won’t fix what is already broken.

      “You don’t have to explain, Nikki,” he whispers, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. He touches his forehead to mine and stares deep into my eyes. “I love you.”

      I don’t say it back, though.

      I simply hug him, trying to decide if I still love him at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Michael

      The ride back home from the shooting range is relatively quiet, but this time I welcome the silence. I’m still reeling from what took place at the shooting range. The last fifteen minutes of the session was intense. I overheard Jack tell Anthony how he felt as though he was watching my father. It’s safe to say my little breakdown earned me the respect of the President of Satan’s Knights and affirmed the fact that maybe, just maybe, I was indeed my father’s prodigy.

      I can still feel the gun in my hands and the adrenaline coursing through my veins. It’s unnerving how something I wasn’t sure I was capable of doing came so naturally to me.

      “Victor told me you and Nikki went out last night,” Anthony says, breaking the silence and pulling me away from the dark thoughts consuming my mind.

      “Yeah, we went out for a few drinks.”

      “Did you learn anything?”

      Is he kidding me?

      I swear, they’re all making it as though they’re training me to be a soldier or something.

      I shrug my shoulders.

      “We weren’t there very long before Nikki wanted to leave.”

      “Nikki wanted to leave?” He lets that stir for a moment. “That’s unusual.”

      “She seemed tired of it all,” I reply, recalling how upset she became with the drug scene. “There were a lot of drugs in there.”

      His grip tightens around the steering wheel as he steals a quick glance in my direction. “Anyone approach either of you?”

      I don’t know what he means by that. “Excuse me?”

      “Did someone approach you to buy?” he clarifies.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Nikki went to the bathroom and ran into some girl who was ripping lines. After that she wanted to leave.” I pause, replaying the night. “She did say that she was dead against drugs because of what happened between you and Adrianna.”

      The truck almost comes to a complete stop which is scary as fuck considering we’re on the Garden State Parkway and every fucking car on the road honks their horn. Great. We’re going to crash because I mentioned Adrianna. This day is shaping up to be a fucking nightmare.

      “She told you?” he growls.

      “Jesus Christ! No, she didn’t tell me. Ant, either pull the fucking car over or drive the damn thing!” I shout just as a Mack truck comes alongside us. The trucker honks his horn and hollers obscenities out his window as he passes us by.

      Forget it.

      We’re not going to die in a crash.

      We’re going to get our asses handed to us by a disgruntled trucker.

      Finally, Anthony veers off to the shoulder and puts the truck in park. Without a word, he climbs out of the truck and slams the door behind him.

      Talk about a loose cannon. Someone needs to put him on a leash.

      Against my better judgment, I follow him out of the car, immediately regretting the decision. I should probably just ignore the animal and let him throw his tantrum on the side of the road, but my curiosity gets the best of me.

      It’s now or never.

      If I’m ever going to discover what happened between him and Adrianna, this is the time.

      “Mind cluing me in on why I almost became roadkill?” I ask as I lean against the car.

      “No,” he grinds out.

      “Well, that’s too fucking bad because I’m not getting back in that car with you until you start talking.” He raises an eyebrow. Oh, who am I threatening? He’ll leave my ass on the side of the road.

      “It’s none of your business,” he growls.

      “No, I suppose it’s not but be a friend. I lost my shit in the shooting range and could use a distraction.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what Nikki told you,” he sneers.

      “Getting pretty bent out of shape for someone who doesn’t give a fuck.”

      “You looking to get your teeth knocked out, Mike?”

      “It would give me an excuse to get those veneers I’ve been wanting,” I volley sarcastically. I kick off the car and shove his chest. He doesn’t budge. Wiping my hands on my jeans, I frown. He glares at me for a beat before his shoulders slump in defeat. Seeing that as my opening, I continue to press the issue.

      “There was a time when you and I would tell each other everything. Hell, I’m pretty sure you were the first person I ran to after I rubbed one out.”

      “Mike…” He shakes his head. “Let’s not go there, yeah?”

      “The point I’m trying to make is we aren’t strangers, Ant. I used to be your best friend. It wasn’t my choice to end our friendship. My old man died and well, I was fucked, I’m still fucked. Probably even more now than ever before, but I’m here.” He stares at me blankly. I’m not sure what response I was hoping to get, but that sure as hell wasn’t it. I’m standing on the side of a highway, trying to be a good friend.

      Running my fingers through my hair, I fix him with a glare.

      “I was there. I watched you and A dance around each other for years and while we may have been young, there was no denying there was something between the two of you.” I pause, watching as he swallows. His eyes drift toward the highway. He no longer looks like he wants to kill me so I take that as progress and continue to grill him. “I remember the day you told me you had taken her virginity. You were so fucking scared that Victor was going to find out.” I stop myself from chuckling, recalling how he dragged me all over Brooklyn in search of a bulletproof vest. He shoves his hands into his pockets, and I continue.

      “Now, I come back and I’m completely dumb fucked because I would’ve sworn on my old man that you two would’ve been married with a kid or two but instead you hate one another.”

      Anthony turns abruptly. “I don’t hate her. I could never hate her, that woman owns me.”

      “Then what the hell happened to the two of you?”

      “I fucked up, Mike,” he snaps. “When you have everything, you have everything to lose and that’s exactly what I did. I lost everything because I was a greedy fuck. I had the most beautiful, fun loving girl who loved me fiercely and all I gave a fuck about was climbing the ladder of power.” He laughs bitterly to himself. “I like to blame Vic but the truth is, it was all my fault.” He pats my shoulder. “It’s a long story man, but you’re right, we probably would’ve been married and that little boy should’ve been mine.” He closes his eyes, sighing heavily. “Thanks for being a friend.”

      Feeling a little guilty that I ripped open a bunch of old wounds, I decide not to push him anymore. I think we’ve both had enough for one day.
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NIKKI

        

      

    

    
      Mondays the salon is closed so I usually use the day to take care of my errands, but today I don’t want to move from the couch. Rico surprised me last night, taking me to my favorite sushi restaurant and a movie afterward. I have to give it to him, he was really trying. He apologized to me again and even tried to embrace my friendship with Mikey, asking me if I thought he was grasping the whole nightlife scene. The biggest surprise, though, was when he offered to talk to him. Rico is a prominent figure, headlining the hottest clubs. He was even offered a gig at this year’s upcoming music conference in Miami so any insight he could provide Mikey would probably be helpful. I thanked him for the offer, but we both knew that I wouldn’t mention it to Mikey. He would never accept Rico’s help.

      I tried to enjoy Rico’s efforts, but my mind kept wandering back to Mikey. My fingers itched to call him, so much so that I had to turn off my phone.

      After the movie, we went back to Rico’s apartment. He had my favorite wine chilling in hopes that our dry spell would be rectified. He started kissing me and I kissed him back more out of habit than out of lust. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I wanted sex. I craved it but I couldn’t get into it. His mouth traveled down my neck, his hands were everywhere. I closed my eyes, desperately trying to get into it. My hands worked their way down his body but the second his teeth grazed my neck, I snapped.

      The words he spat in the salon rang in my ears.

      Mine.

      I felt as though the little love bite was his way of pissing on his territory.

      He tried to reel me back in, insisting he wasn’t marking me and that I was just overthinking.

      Bullshit.

      His patience teetered, and he told me to go get my head fucked. Real nice, Rico. That’s the way to a woman’s heart. I slammed the door in his fucking face and haven’t spoken to him since.

      So now I’m sitting on my parents’ couch watching daytime television wondering if I did overthink it because my head was all over the place. I mean, it’s not the first time Rico gave me a hickey, in fact, it was in one of the less offensive places than where he usually likes to leave them. I sometimes find myself blushing in the shower when I see a trail of love bites down the inside of my thighs reminding me all the ways his mouth traveled up and down bringing me pleasure.

      My phone chimes alerting me of a text message.

      

      Mikey: Hey. What are you up to?

      

      I bite my lower lip nervously contemplating whether I should answer. I think I’m spending too much time with him and the more time I spend with Mikey the more I want him, the more I think of him. For someone who is so against drugs and despises the power of addiction, I am becoming an addict and my drug of choice is Mikey. A point I prove as my fingers fly over the screen, replying to his text.

      

      Me: It’s my day off so I’m pretty swamped with errands.

      

      Lies.

      

      Mikey: I wanted to see you.

      

      No! No! No! I won’t do it. It’s time to practice self-control. Fuck at this point it’s more like self-preservation.

      

      Me: Sorry babe. No can do.

      

      Shit! I shouldn’t have typed babe. Too late, already sent the goddamn message. Instead of quitting while I’m ahead, my fingers draft another message.

      

      Me: Why, what are your plans?

      

      I throw my phone across the room and cover my face with my hands.

      I should’ve ignored him.

      Chime.

      I groan.

      Chime.

      Go away, Mikey.

      Chewing on my nails, I stare at my phone on the floor. I’m not going to do it. I don’t care what his plans are. Hopefully they involve a plane ride to Tahiti.

      So why am I crawling across the floor to retrieve my phone? Because I’m fucked, and it’s all Mikey’s fault. It’s his dark, mysterious eyes that show traces of vulnerability. It’s his lips and the way they always seem so inviting. It’s his unruly hair that I want to run my fingers through. It’s everything.

      

      Mikey: You suck. (Not really, but if you want to change that I’m sure I could do something to help.)

      

      Mikey: I can’t believe you are going to subject me to an afternoon of torture with Jimmy Gold.

      

      Mikey: So much for friends. You threw me to the wolves. I’m disappointed, Princess.

      

      Poor Mikey. Spending the afternoon with Jimmy as a chaperone sounded like a nightmare.

      

      Me: Sorry. Jimmy’s not that bad. Try to ignore him.

      

      I wait for another text but it never comes. Before I can think better of it, I call my dad and ask him where Mikey and Jimmy are headed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Michael

      I remember trips to Castle Clothes on 18th Avenue with my dad. We’d go anytime he wanted a new suit or a pair of slacks. Every suit or pair of pants he owned was hand-tailored by the master tailor in this little shop. He would spend hours being fitted for whatever it was and afterward, the salesman would show him a bunch of shirts with matching ties and handkerchiefs.

      It’s an eerie feeling walking back into Castle Clothes without my father and an even stranger feeling standing in front of the mirror as the tailor takes my measurements. Then again, that seems to be a pattern for me. I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience, like someone pressed pause on my life and took me back in time so I could relive my father’s life. That’s why I reached out to Nikki today, I needed her to bring me back to reality and being with her made me feel like Mikey and not so much like Val.

      “Stand up straight, kid,” Jimmy Gold orders, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror. “And don’t look so fucking miserable will you.” He shakes his head. “The suit doesn’t make the man, the man makes the suit, and a suit is only as good as the man who wears it.”

      I roll my eyes. Does he really think I’m about to take fashion advice from a man wearing pinstripe pants, a guinea tee, and a mink coat?

      “I’m not really a suit kind of guy,” I mumble, spreading my arms at my sides so the ninety-year-old man can measure me.

      “Yeah, well jeans and a t-shirt won’t do anymore,” Jimmy argues. “Besides, you look pretty spiffy in a suit. You had all the ladies flocking to you at your mama’s funeral.”

      “They were offering their condolences,” I bite back.

      He really is a fucking jackass.

      “I wish they’d console me if you know what I mean.” He winks, flashing his gold tooth.

      My hands fall back down to my sides and I step off the crate I’ve been standing on so the tailor can do his job. My gaze cuts to Jimmy.

      “Yeah? Your mother is still alive, isn’t she? Lives all nice and peaceful in a nursing home that you visit once or twice a year no? Maybe you should shut the fuck up and be grateful that at your age, you still have your mother.” His grin falters and I turn back to the tailor. “I need a break.”

      The old man nods sympathetically before scowling at Jimmy. I make my way to the front of the store and pull open the front door, thankful to escape Jimmy even if it’s just for a few moments. The guy gets under my skin like nobody’s business. Running my fingers through my messy hair, I greedily take a deep breath of fresh air and remind myself it’s almost over, that I only have to endure this asshole’s company for a little longer.

      “Shouldn’t you be inside?” I hear her say before I see her. Turning around, the sexiest guardian angel I ever did see comes into my view. My eyes slowly scan her body, taking in the tight black leggings that mold her thighs and hug her ass in all the right places. Her shirt hangs off one shoulder, fitting snug around her breasts and with the brisk air, it leaves very little for my imagination as her nipples salute me.

      Christ, my dick aches just looking at her.

      It takes everything in me to lift my eyes and meet her gaze. She smiles playfully and that fucking smile completely throws me.

      “You have no fucking idea how happy I am to see you. I could fucking kiss you senseless,” I say. Reaching for her hand, I pull her against me and wrap my arms tightly around her. To my surprise, she doesn’t stiffen in my arms as I expect. She doesn’t pull away either. Instead, she wraps her arms around my waist and laughs against my chest. I close my eyes, relishing in the feel of her and breathe in her sweet scent.

      “Did I ever tell you what my favorite thing to do is?” she asks against my chest.

      “What’s that?”

      “Shopping,” she replies, pulling back slightly. Not ready to let her go, I grunt.

      “Let’s go inside and make you dapper.” Intertwining our fingers, she winks at me before leading me back inside the store. My eyes move to her ass and a daunting thought crosses my mind. For a man who has never allowed himself to be affected by a woman, I sure wouldn’t mind following this one anywhere.

      “Jimmy, you can leave,” she says sweetly. “I’ve got it from here.” She glances over her shoulder. “Eyes up here, Mikey.”

      I lift my gaze and shrug my shoulders.

      “It can’t be helped.”

      It’s a magnificent ass.

      “The boss—I mean your pops— does he know you’re here?” Jimmy interrupts.

      “For the record, I don’t need my father’s permission to go anywhere Jimmy but yeah, he knows I’m here.” She turns back to me. “He actually thought it was a great idea that I come and help the cause.”

      Good ‘ole Vic. The guy is beginning to grow on me.

      “Well, okay then. I hope you have better luck than I did.” He smooths a hand over his fur coat and gives me a dirty look. “Mr. Personality isn’t very cooperative.”

      I cock my head to the side, smiling politely as I flip him the bird.

      How’s that for personality?

      Once he leaves, I look at Nikki.

      “I owe you.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll start thinking of ways you can repay me.”

      I have a few things in mind myself.

      She claps her hands together and looks at the old man.

      “Let’s get started!”

      The next hour is a blur to me as Nikki pushes me in and out of the dressing room a dozen or so times. When she finally commits to a style, things begin to move more swiftly. However, when the old man goes to measure my inseam, I almost punch him, something Nikki finds particularly amusing and offers to help. But as uncomfortable as I felt having a little old man all up in my crotch, having Nikki do the job would’ve caused a whole different level of embarrassment.

      With two shopping bags full of shirts and ties, we finally leave Castle Clothes, but not without a return date. Apparently, it takes a week for alterations. Starving, I call L&B Spumoni Gardens and make an order for pick-up. Now, we’re sitting on Anthony’s couch, enjoying the best Sicilian pizza in all of New York or at least she is, I’m having a difficult time controlling myself.

      “I thought you were starving,” she says around a mouth full of pizza.  She licks her lips, savoring the flavor of the sauce and a throaty noise escapes my lips.

      Torture.

      “I ate two slices,” I point out.

      “Rico can devour a pie by himself,” she says absent-mindedly, flinching once the words leave her lips. “Sorry.”

      “What’re you sorry about?” I ask, leaning back against the cushions of the couch.

      Setting the pizza on the paper plate, she stands. My eyebrows knit together as she starts to pace, then she turns back to me, an expression I can’t quite decipher crossing her features.

      “We’re friends, right?”

      “Uh…yeah.”

      “And friends are straight up with one another.”

      “Are you asking me or are you telling me?” I ask, clearly confused as to where this is going. She huffs out a breath and rolls her eyes. “All right, all right yes, we’re friends.”

      “Have you ever been friends with a woman before?” she asks, crossing her arms under her breasts. As incredible as her ass is, her rack isn’t anything to sneeze at. “Hello!?” she calls, waving a hand in front of my face. Scratching the top of my head, I try my hardest to remember what the hell we are talking about.

      “What was the question again?”

      “See! That right there! That’s the problem between us,” she says.

      Wait a minute—what?

      “I wasn’t aware that there is a problem between us.”

      “What were you just thinking about when you looked at me? Be honest because I’m pretty sure I saw your thoughts flash in your eyes.”

      “I was…” My voice trails.

      I was picturing you naked.

      “You want me,” she whispers. “And that’s not a good thing because when you look at me like that Mikey, you make me want you too.” Before I can respond, she continues with her tirade. “Who am I kidding? Even when you don’t look at me like that, I want you.”

      She goes back to pacing as I try to wrap my head around her confession, but the sway of her hips makes it hard.

      “Friends shouldn’t want to rip one another’s clothes off.”

      Says who?

      “I love hanging out with you, Mikey, which is surprising because you can be a dick sometimes.” She pauses, her voice softer when she continues. “You have my head spinning and my body, well, my body is all fucked up since you walked back into my life. Maybe it’s not you. Maybe it’s me and the fact that I haven’t had sex since you’ve been back…”

      Hold the phone.

      “You haven’t had sex since I came home?”

      In a flash, I’m on my feet, closing the distance between us.

      “Out of everything I just said that is what you heard?” she asks incredulously.

      “Answer the question, Nikki,” I growl, licking my lips to moisten them.

      I needed to know why she wasn’t having sex with her boyfriend.

      “No, I haven’t.”

      I take another step forward, lifting my hands to cup her face.

      “Why?” I press.

      Her tongue sneaks out of her mouth, running along her lower lip and my dick hardens instantly at the sight. “You trying to tease me, Nikki?”

      “No,” she replies quickly “I just... I… you’re looking me that way again,” she stutters.

      “Like I want you?” I rasp.

      Just one taste.

      I lean closer, bending my knees to angle myself correctly. I can feel her soft pants of breath against my lips.

      Just one little taste is all I need.

      “Don’t do it, Mikey,” she whispers, unconvincingly.

      “Why?” I ask, pressing my lips to the corner of her mouth.

      “Because it’s wrong.”

      “I usually do the wrong thing,” I reply, my thumb tracing the outline of her jaw. “Give me another reason.”

      Make it a good one because I am about ten seconds from fucking your mouth senseless.

      “I’m in a relationship,” she whispers.

      Wrong answer, Princess.

      “Tell me you love him,” I demand softly.

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s the only thing you can say that will stop me from kissing you right now.”

      I count to three, that’s enough time for her to decide whether she loves the guy or not.

      Her reply never comes and my lips fall over hers.

      “What the fuck are you two doing?”

      Nikki jumps, pulling away from me and I glance over her shoulder, my eyes locking with Anthony’s.

      I’m going to kill him.

      And I’m going to use his gun to do it.
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MICHAEL

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Anthony slammed the door shut, Nikki mumbled her apologies and fled the apartment. Now, I’m sitting on the couch with my hands firmly planted on my knees waiting for Anthony to reprimand me like a fucking child. I tap my foot impatiently as he takes a long pull of his beer. The bastard didn’t even offer me one. Not only was he a cock block but he’s a shitty host too.

      “Is this going to take long because I have a phone call to make?” I ask.

      “Who do you plan on calling? Nikki?” He shakes his head. “You’ve lost your fucking mind.”

      “You’re the reason she ran out of here,” I argue.

      “Nikki ran out of here because of you, not me,” he hisses, taking a seat on the couch. “I did you a favor, man. The last thing you need right now is to screw around with Victor’s daughter.” He looks at me as if I have six heads. “For Christ’s sake, we’re talking about little Nikki, Mike!”

      I roll my eyes at him. Is he fucking blind? “Nikki’s all grown up, Ant. She’s not a kid anymore. If you weren’t so fucking busy sticking your head up her sister’s ass you would’ve noticed.”

      “She’s like a sister to me,” he growls. “And she should be like a sister to you too. You used to rip the heads off her fucking dolls when we were kids.”

      “Well, she’s no sister to me.”

      I don’t feel guilty saying that either, my only regret is that I’m not able to do anything about how I feel.

      “She has a boyfriend.”

      “That dickhead doesn’t deserve her.”

      “And you do?”

      He’s got me there.

      My life is a mess.

      I’ll never be good enough for her.

      “I’m not saying it to be a dick, but because I care about Nikki. Hell, I care about you too, you’re about to embark on some dangerous shit working for Vic. I don’t give a damn how many promises he makes on keeping you legit—the lines blur, brother. They always do. I’m living proof of that and if you don’t believe me, go ask Adrianna.”

      I swallow hard, the harsh reality stabbing me in the gut. I have no intention of starting a relationship, I’m incapable of anything more than a quick fuck. What kind of person does that make me? That I’m willing to use a girl I actually care about, sabotage her relationship and our friendship all because I can’t seem to keep my dick in my pants.

      Nikki deserves better than Rico, that’s a fact. But she also deserves way better than me.

      I need to call her. I need to make sure we’re okay, that I didn’t fucking things up by kissing her.

      I look back at Anthony.

      “Message received.”

      Grabbing my phone from the coffee table, I leave Anthony in the living room and make the call.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Nikki

      Laying in my bed, I stare up at the ceiling and replay the kiss over and over in my head. How is it that the simple touch of his lips can make my whole body feel like a bunch of raw and exposed frayed wires? That one kiss can lead me to wonder what it would feel like to have his hands on me?

      It’s wrong on so many levels, but most of all it is damaging to my character. I’m not a cheat. I don’t condone cheating. If I found out Rico cheated on me I would castrate him. But is a kiss as minuscule as the one I shared with Mikey really considered cheating? I’m not so sure, but the thoughts I’m having—they feel like cheating.

      My phone chimes, and for a second I contemplate throwing it out the window. That thing is the reason I’m in this mess.

      

      Mikey: We need to talk, Princess.

      

      Nope, I’ll pass. Thanks!

      I’m not ready to face the music or usher the stolen moment we shared under the rug. As wrong as it is, I want to hold onto it for just a little longer. Tomorrow, I’ll put all my energy into righting my wrongs and mending things. I’ll work on my relationship with Nico and start distancing myself from Mikey.

      The phone rings and I curse Mikey. I know he’s only calling to tell me the kiss shouldn’t have happened, but I don’t need the reminder therefore I ignore the call.

      He calls again.

      Answering it, I hiss into the phone, “What is it?”

      “I knew you were mad. Shit, Nikki, I’m sorry,” he says.

      Sitting up, I prop my head on the mountain of pillows behind me. “You’re right, I’m mad, but not for the reason you think. So, tell me, what are you sorry for, Mikey? That you kissed me?”

      “Well, yeah. Sort of. I mean I shouldn’t have but… Nikki.” He pauses, struggling with his words.

      “What?”

      “That wasn’t even a fucking kiss,” he grunts into the phone and the devil in me smiles at the declaration. He must lower the phone or cover the speaker because his curses are muffled and then there is a long silence.

      “It wasn’t?” I ask, securing my place in hell.

      “Christ Nikki, haven’t you ever been properly kissed?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admit, biting my lip. “What is it like to be kissed properly?”

      He groans.

      “Nikki…”

      “Please?” I whisper.

      “It starts with our lips meeting and sucking. My tongue slips along the seam of yours. You open up for me, welcoming my tongue. That first taste of you sends all the blood rushing to my dick, and it takes all my willpower not to push you up against the wall and fuck you the same way I fuck your mouth. My teeth graze your lower lip because I can’t get enough of you. I nip, I suck, and pull until your fingers are pulling my hair and your body is grinding against me, straining for release. A proper kiss leaves you begging for more and wondering what you’ll feel when my mouth invades your pussy.”

      Dead. I am dead. R.I.P Nikki.

      “I hope that answered your question.”

      “What happens after the kiss?” I whisper, squirming on top of my bed.

      “Are you still wearing that hot little outfit you had on when you were here?”

      “No,” I murmur, glancing down at the clothes I changed into when I got home. “I’m wearing a tank top and shorts.”

      “What about a bra?”

      “No.”

      “I’d bury my head between your tits like I dream of doing every time I look at your cleavage. I’d cradle each tit and rub my thumbs over your tight nipples. Tell me, Nikki, are they hard?”

      “Yes,” I blurt.

      My hand slides under my tank top, over my breast. My fingers pinch the nipple and I close my eyes, imagining they’re Mikey’s. “Oh…”

      “Are you touching yourself, baby?”

      “Mmhmm…”

      “What am I doing to you?” he asks gruffly. The sound of his voice makes me smile. At least I’m not the only one suffering.

      “You’re pinching my nipples. Mikey, it feels so good, but it’s not enough. I want your mouth. Put your mouth on me,” I beg.

      “I’m taking your nipple between my teeth. It hurts for a moment, but then I relieve the ache with my tongue, flicking it over your sensitive flesh. The rest of your body is feeling neglected isn’t it, Princess?”

      Forgetting he’s not actually here, I nod. Unable to stop myself, I slide my free hand inside my shorts, finding my pussy soaking wet and throbbing.

      “Get naked,” he growls.

      “Mikey…” I slip a finger between my folds.

      “Do it,” he demands.

      “Hold on.” I place the phone on the mattress before pulling my shirt over my head. I tuck my fingers into the waistband of my shorts and shimmy out of them, throwing both articles of clothing onto the floor. Fully naked, I lift the phone back to my ear. “Okay.”

      “Spread your legs.”

      “Wait!” I pant. “What about you?”

      “What about me?” he mutters.

      “I’m naked with my legs spread wide. You better be too.”

      “Why?”

      A wicked smile plays on my lips as I drop my head onto the pillow.

      You want to play, Mikey?

      Let’s play.

      “Because I want you to picture me between your legs sucking your dick.” He moans. “Are you stroking yourself, Mikey? Wrap your hand around your cock and picture my lips sucking on the head.”

      “Stop. Talking. Now,” he grunts.

      “But I want you to come for me, baby,” I whisper seductively.

      I close my eyes, imagining his face as he comes, shooting his release over my tits.

      “Ladies first. I want you to take two fingers and put them in your mouth. Get them nice and wet.” I could orgasm from the sound of voice alone. I follow his instructions and bring my fingers to my mouth, sucking on them. “That’s a girl, now stick your wet fingers in your pussy for me. In and out. Fast and hard. Prime that sweet cunt.”

      “Oh my God yes.” I work my pussy with my fingers, adding another.

      “You want my cock, don’t you?”

      God, did I ever.

      “Say it…” he pants.

      “I want… oh, sweet mother…. I want your… cock.”

      I can feel my body clench around my fingers and I try to keep the orgasm at bay.

      “I want to eat your sweet pussy. I’m fucking starving for it, Nikki. Just a taste.”

      I want that too.

      So fucking badly. “Mikey… I can’t… I’m going to come... I…” I stammer, gasping as my orgasm hits me hard.

      “Thata girl…”

      I drop the phone and grasp the sheets, my body quaking from the intensity of my orgasm.

      Holy. Mother. Of. God.

      My body starts to come down and I struggle to regain control of my breathing. I close my eyes and it hits me. OH MY GOD.

      My eyes snap open.

      I roll on my side, spotting the phone that still was very much connected to a call.

      “Nikki?”

      Swallowing, I pick up the phone and quickly end the call.

      There was no question about it, I crossed the line.
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      I stare at my phone for the hundredth time, hoping Nikki will text me back or maybe return one of my several phone calls. Nothing. I’m not even sure her phone is on, there is a little red exclamation mark next to the last three texts I sent her. So much for trying to do the right thing and calling her to apologize for almost kissing her. I won’t call that a kiss. I refuse to. However, I definitely succeeded in making Nikki come.

      The sound of her voice as she cried out has been haunting me. I only wish I could have seen her face as she drove herself to the point of no return.

      I’m still trying to wrap my head around what transpired. A simple call to straighten things out between us erupted into phone sex. Incredible phone sex that left me shooting my load across my stomach, imagining that it was Nikki’s hand and not my own bringing me to sweet release.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” Vic says, throwing an arm around my shoulders.

      Trust me, guy, you don’t want to know anything about my thoughts right now.

      I slide my phone into my pocket and turn to Vic. Clearing my throat, I push Nikki out of my head.

      We’ve been at Temptations for almost four hours preparing for the grand opening. Today we hired two dozen bartenders and we’re in the midst of interviewing table hostesses and shot girls. I really have no fucking interest in any of this but I’m trying to put my best foot forward.

      “It’s a lot to absorb but I think we’re making progress,” Vic continues. I follow Vic’s lead, scanning the line of girls in front of us.

      “The blonde seems to be into you,” Vic adds, patting me on the back. “I don’t think she’d mind if she didn’t get the job but walked away with you instead.”

      I look at the woman he’s referring to. Our eyes catch and she smiles sweetly. She’s pretty enough, with long blonde hair cascading around her shoulders. She’s also one of the few girls here that isn’t dressed like a skank.

      “She’s not really my type,” I lie. The truth is I don’t have a type, I screw anything with a pulse because I’m a self-destructive asshole. “Besides she seems like she would be a better fit for the job than half the people here.”

      “You’re probably right. Sweetheart?” He motions for the blonde to join us. Victor fires a few questions at her and once her experience is established, she’s hired. She smiles at me, a smile that holds an unspoken promise that she’s happy to work with me in more ways than one. I wink in return but say nothing more.

      Turning my attention back to Vic, I ask, ““When are we doing the rough opening?”

      “The night after tomorrow. That should give the employees enough time to get a general idea of their responsibilities and an understanding of what we expect of them.” He glances up at me. “Have you seen Rico yet? He was supposed to test out the sound equipment.”

      “No,” I grunt.

      At the mention of Nikki’s boyfriend, I see red and an unfamiliar ache burns through my chest. Maybe Nikki is with him and that’s why she isn’t answering my calls.

      “I need a break,” I declare.

      Victor peers up at me.

      “All right,” he says. “But when you come back call Nikki and find out if she knows where that boyfriend of hers is. My time is valuable, and I will not have my kindness taken for granted by anyone. That guy thinks he gets a pass because he dates my daughter.”

      “That’s your own fault,” I tell him. He raises an eyebrow and leans back in his chair.

      “Care to explain?”

      “How do you expect him to act when you don’t set him straight? He mauls your daughter at your dining room table and you barely flinch. It’s blatantly obvious he doesn’t give a shit who you are or what you stand for. He’s a disrespectful prick.”

      “Don’t hold back,” Victor jokes.

      “Laugh all you want, but mark my words—Rico’s intentions when it comes to Nikki are far from pure.”

      He doesn’t reply and I decide that’s a good thing. Let him think about my words.

      “I’ll be back in ten,” I say.

      Stepping outside of the club, I pull out my phone and try Nikki again.

      “Don’t worry about Nikki. She’s not going anywhere.”

      Hearing her name causes me to round the corner and see who is talking about my girl. I find Rico, his back facing me and his phone to his ear.

      Careful not to draw any attention to myself, I lean against the wall and listen.

      “Trust me, I’ve got her under control. She’s not going to call it quits before the opening.” He pauses. “I’m not worried about her. I know what I told you, but I don’t think it’s going to be a problem anymore. Yeah, I know. Just relax, I have this under control. We’ve come this far. Do you really think after all the time I invested in this shit I’m going to let anything bring us down? I’ll talk to you later. I’m walking into the club now.”

      He ends the call and shoves his phone inside his pocket. I wait a few minutes before walking around the corner. If he knows I’m onto him, I won’t be able to uncover what the fuck that phone conversation as about. When he finally turns, I step forward, purposely bumping into him. He looks up, eyes full of anger until he realizes it’s me.

      “Watch where you’re walking, buddy,” I say smoothly.

      “Ditto.”

      He quietly assesses me for a moment, probably wondering if I overheard any of his conversation.

      “Victor’s been looking for you.”

      He grins.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t think he wants to know the reason I’m late.”

      “And what reason is that?” I ask, balling my fists inside my pockets. I already regret the question.

      “His precious daughter wouldn’t let me leave the bedroom.”

      The urge to punch him in the face claws at me. Instead, I take a step forward. The grin falls from his face as he narrows his eyes.

      “I didn’t need to hear that either.”

      He shrugs his shoulders.

      “Then you shouldn’t have asked.”
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Nikki

      There is something to be said about the guilt a person feels after they cross a line. It consumes their entire being. Everything that you were once sure of no longer exists leaving you in a state of uncertainty. I don’t cope with uncertainty well. I like having the upper hand in life, but after last night, I have no idea what to feel anymore. I have no idea how my actions will affect my friendship with Mikey, and I am too much of a coward to find out.

      That’s why I hightailed it to my sister’s house, hoping that she would be able to make sense of what I did. I’ve been here for two hours trying to work up the nerve to tell her what happened last night.

      “Are you going to tell me why you’re sulking all day or are we going to continue to sit here and pretend that you’re not torn up over something?” Adrianna asks as she pours me a cup of coffee.

      I shrug a shoulder.

      “I’m not torn up about anything.”

      I’m conflicted. Confused. Okay, so I’m torn up.

      I never intended for any of that to happen. I thought if I laid my cards out on the table, Mikey and I would be able to figure out a way to get past our attraction to one another. Boundaries needed to be set if we were going to remain friends. Mikey couldn’t look at me as if I were his last meal and I couldn’t entertain all the illicit thoughts running through my head.

      “Okay, so we continue to pretend,” she mumbles, taking the seat across from me. Did you have a fight with Rico?”

      “I thought we were pretending.” She shoots me a look and I sigh. “Fine… things are a mess between me and Rico.”

      That much is true.

      “What happened?” she asks, giving me her undivided attention.

      “Mikey,” I start, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “Mikey?” She raises an eyebrow pointing an accusing finger at me. “Spill.”

      Cringing, I take a deep breath and unleash the whole sorted story. “Ever since Mikey came home, I’ve been a disaster. I’m not even sure if I love Rico because all I can think about is Mikey. I look at him and my body goes haywire! One minute his eyes get to me looking all sad and tormented. All I want to do is make him feel better. To take him in my arms and make it all go away. The next minute it’s his muscles. If he wears a t-shirt I become a blithering fool and all I can think about is holding onto his arms as he screws my brains out.” Adrianna’s mouth falls open, forming a perfect O as she stares at me wide-eyed.

      “Nikki!” She covers her mouth to hide the laughter.

      Sure, laugh it up, sis.

      I glare at her.

      “Don’t you dare laugh at me!” I hiss. “I’m so out of control that… oh God. I can’t even say it.” I throw my head into my hands shamefully.

      “Okay, big deal,” Adrianna says all so calm, cool, and collected. “So, you’ve got the hots for Mikey. I, for one, am not surprised. You’ve had a crush on him since you were ten years old.”

      “This is far passed just a crush,” I mumble.

      “Well, it’s definitely inconvenient because of Rico,” she counters, pausing to consider the situation. “You might not want to hear this, but Nikki, maybe you and Rico should take a break.”

      I peel my hands away from my face and stare at her.

      “Hear me out,” she continues. Mikey isn’t going anywhere and the crush you have on him doesn’t appear to be either. I mean ten years later and you’re still pining away for him. I know you care about Rico, so before you are tempted to do something you might regret—”

      I cut her off.

      “It’s too late!”

      Her brows draw together as she stares at me expectantly, waiting for me to elaborate. I groan.

      Here goes nothing.

      “I may have coerced Mikey into phone sex,” I mutter, coughing to cover the words.

      “You had phone sex with Mikey? Wait a minute, how exactly—"

      “Don’t ask for details please,” I beg. “It all started because we sort of kissed, but Anthony walked in and the next thing I know, we’re on the phone—"

      “Back up. Anthony caught you two kissing?”

      “Well, we were about to. I mean he completely walked in at the wrong time killing the mood. Anyway, I left after that and went home. I thought Mikey was calling me to say it was a mistake and to apologize for kissing me. I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want him to say he was sorry for doing something we both wanted. But instead, he told me what happened between us wasn’t a real kiss. I, of course, took the bait and asked him to describe a real kiss is and…” My voice trails as my cheeks heat. I can still hear Mikey’s gruff voice telling me he’d fuck my mouth. Another groan escapes my lips and I look at Adrianna.

      “Well don’t stop there,” she says, propping her elbows on the table. Leaning forward, she rests her chin on top of her hands.

      “It escalated from there. We started telling one another what we would like to do to the other. I mean they were just words, but hearing him say them, knowing he was just as affected by the attraction brewing between us, it turned me on. I could hear the control slip from his voice as he started to pant. I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Oh my God!” Adrianna exclaims, covering her mouth with one hand. “You didn’t!”

      “I did,” I groan. “But he did too!”

      Silence is such an awkward thing, especially after you’ve just admitted to masturbating while on the phone with your childhood crush.

      “Adrianna say something,” I beg.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she whispers.

      Maybe coming here wasn’t the best idea. I mean, did I really expect her to have any answers for me? She has her own shit track record with men. It’s like the Pastore girls are destined for failed relationships.

      “Okay, so what happened afterward?” she probes.

      “I ended the call and threw my phone across the room,” I reply.

      “You just ended the call? You didn’t say anything?” she asks incredulously.

      “What should I have said? Was it as good for you as it was for me?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Okay, but you spoke to him today, right?”

      This coffee is delicious.

      I take another sip.

      Avoidance at its finest.

      “Nikki!”

      “What?” I ask innocently. She makes it sound as though there’s a handbook for this shit and I’m the only person who hasn’t read the fucking thing.

      “Ignoring what happened isn’t the answer,” she scolds.

      “Okay, oh wise one, tell me. What’s the answer then?”

      Crickets.

      Exactly.

      “Let me ask you, where does Rico fit into this whole thing?”

      “He doesn’t.” I sigh. “I think for the time being I should break things off with him. It’s not fair to him. We’ve been struggling for a bit and this isn’t making matters any better. When I’m with Rico all I can think about is Mikey. I’m fighting with him left and right. I don’t even remember the last time we had sex. He tried to the other night, and I lost my shit.”

      “So, you’re going to break up with Rico to pursue Mikey?”

      “No, that’s not what I said. I’m not pursuing anyone, I’m just trying to figure out how to put a fucking leash on whatever this is with Mikey.” I lift my chin and meet her worried eyes. “I know getting involved with Mikey isn’t an option or even a good idea to consider. I’m not looking to play with fire really, I’m not, it’s just that I am worried I crossed a line and now I can’t go back. You said yourself the day of his mom’s funeral that he needs a friend, I’m his friend and I don’t want to jeopardize our friendship.”

      “Then you need to talk to him. Friends cross lines everyday. Mistakes are made, relationships are tested, but you can fix it. The longer you wait to talk to him the harder it will be.”

      She reaches across the table and lays her hand over mine.

      Adrianna is right.

      It’s time I face the music. Reaching for my phone, I power it on for the first time today. It takes a moment for all the text messages and voicemails to load and I realize most of them are from Mikey. I don’t bother reading them, instead I draft a new text and quickly hit send before I have a chance to change my mind.

      

      Me: Can we meet up to talk?

      

      Adrianna’s eyes meet mine and I worry my bottom lip between my teeth.

      “What if he doesn’t answer?” I ask.

      As quick as the words leave my lips, my phone chimes with a new text.

      

      Mikey: Good to know you’re alive. Where are you?
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      I’m in the middle of explaining what is expected of my newly hired staff when I spot Anthony. He walks directly to Victor and the two of them begin to speak in hushed tones. Hmm. I wonder what that’s all about.

      Bringing my attention back to my staff, I smile at them. It’s the first time I’ve cracked a smile since I started this lecture.

      “Okay, let’s break.” The announcement is greeted by a bunch of chatter and a few grateful sighs. I guess they’re just as tired and drained as I am.

      “We’ll meet back here in an hour,” I add, watching as they all stand and stretch their limbs. When everyone starts to scurry away, I turn my attention back to Anthony and Victor who are still huddled in the corner of the club.

      By the way Anthony’s hands are flying with every word he says, I think it’s safe to assume they’re engaging in a heated conversation.

      Great.

      I need to talk to Anthony and I really wanted to do it before Nikki got here. She finally reached out to me and we agreed that she would meet me here so that when I was done coaching the staff we could talk. Twelve hours ago, I would’ve been all for talking about what had happened between us, but that was before I had overheard Rico’s conversation. Now, I’m not sure if I should bring up what I heard or leave it alone.

      That’s where Anthony comes in.

      I’m cashing in on the friend card.

      I make my way toward Anthony and Victor, and as soon as they spot me, their conversation comes to a halt.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I say, focusing my eyes directly on Anthony. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”

      “I’m kind of in the middle of something, Mike,” he replies.

      “No, we’re done here,” Victor retorts, his tone grave. He pats me on the back before stepping away and Anthony mutters a curse.

      “I need fucking air,” he hisses. Without another word, he starts for the door. I glance up at the sound booth and my eyes focus on Rico. He has his headphones on and appears to actually be working on checking the equipment.

      Peeling my gaze away, I follow Anthony outside. He slams his fist into the palm of his other hand and starts to pace.

      I wonder if anyone has ever tried to convince him to enroll in anger management.

      He turns around, finally realizing I followed him and his cold gaze narrows.

      “What is it, Mike?” he barks.

      “If now isn’t a good time…” My voice fades as he cuts me down to size with a single glance.

      Christ, he’s scary.

      “Just say what you want to say,” he demands.

      “Alright, fine.” I cross my arms over my chest. “What do you know about Rico?”

      His jaw clenches.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? I told you to leave it alone, Mike. No good can come from you getting involved with Nikki.”

      “It’s not about that,” I defend. “Look, either you give me the answers I need, or I will find them some other way.”

      “If this isn’t about Nikki, then what is it about?” he asks, crossing his arms to match my stance.

      “I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him, and he is the one person working this grand opening that I have no control over. Now, I’m asking you what the fuck his deal is because it’s my ass on the line when it comes to this club,” I say with as much authority as my voice can muster. It was a valid excuse albeit a lie, but still, it sounds good.

      He studies me for a moment.

      “I told you whatever I knew. Maybe this is a conversation you should have with Nikki.”

      “I can’t,” I say quickly, too quickly.

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “Why?”

      Ignoring his question, I follow with one of my own.

      “How did she meet him?”

      “How the hell should I know?”

      “Humor me, please.”

      “They aren’t together that long,” he offers before pausing. “I think they met at a club he was working at one night.”

      “That’s all he does? I mean he’s just a disc jockey, he doesn’t have any other job?” I ask.

      “As far as I know.” He sighs. “Look, Mike, I don’t keep tabs on Nikki’s boyfriend. When she started dating him, I checked him out. He didn’t have a record or anything like that. He’s arrogant and thinks who the fuck he is but he treats Nikki good. She seems happy enough, so leave it alone.”

      “You sure about that?” I ask. His eyes narrow and I shake my head. “Forget I even asked.” A black car pulls up to the curb causing both of us to turn around and see who it was.

      “Fucking great,” Anthony mumbles, recognizing the car.

      The passenger door opens and Nikki climbs out. I look back at Anthony, watching as he struggles with some sort of internal war. He clenches his fists at his sides as he rounds the car to the driver’s side. He taps his hand on the roof of the car and my gaze shoots to Nikki. She opens her mouth to speak, but must decide against it because her lips smack together.

      “Roll down your window,” Anthony demands, bending his knees so he can look inside the tinted windows. When the driver doesn’t oblige, he slams his fist against the hood of the car again. “Open the damn window, Adrianna.”

      After I get a handle on this Rico business, I’m going to uncover what the fuck is going on between these two.

      Adrianna must finally roll the window down because he’s no longer throwing a tantrum.  Feeling Nikki’s eyes on me, I tear my attention away from the Anthony and Adrianna show and focus on her.

      “I never want to be like them,” she murmurs, glancing back at them. “I wish they’d get their shit together.”

      Since I’m not sure what the fuck their issue is, I simply nod in response.

      Sighing, she comes to stand directly in front of me. Her brown hair is pulled back from her face and sits high on top of her head in a messy bun. The urge to take the pins out and let her hair fall around her face tugs at me. If I can’t have it sprawled over my pillow, I can at least run my fingers through it—right?

      A frown tugs at my lips.

      That’s a hard no.

      “What’s the matter?” she whispers.

      You’re not mine.

      About to answer, I open my mouth, but Anthony starts shouting and breaks my train of thought. All of a sudden, Adrianna’s car peels away from the curb, her tires screeching along the pavement as she leaves Anthony standing in the street watching her car drive away from him.

      Nikki glances at Anthony then back at me. “Ignore them. That happens at least once a week.”

      Good to know.

      She casts her eyes downward and I notice she’s not her usual bubbly self. She lacks confidence and seems almost vulnerable. An unfamiliar ache tears through me and I wonder if I’m the reason she’s like this, if what we did is really haunting her.

      Desperate to fix what I broke, I tip my chin toward the street.

      “There’s a coffee shop across the street. Why don’t we go grab a cup of coffee and talk?” I suggest. There is no way in hell we’re going to have this conversation inside Temptations, not with Rico there.

      “Okay,” she agrees.

      Wonderful.

      I hope the coffee shop serves Sambuca with their espresso. I need a double.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Nikki

      We sit across from one another in silence. I sip my cappuccino while Mikey downs a double shot of espresso. The whole scene is as painfully awkward as I imagined it would be. Mikey nervously begins to tap his foot against the floor, his eyes roaming the coffee shop. I don’t understand, he’s the one who called me relentlessly, if he didn’t want to meet to discuss things he should’ve said so.

      I push my mug away and his gaze cuts to me.

      “For crying out loud, Mikey, say something.”

      “I don’t know what to say when you look like that,” he says, waving his hand in front of me.

      “Excuse me?” I hiss, glancing down at myself.

      Well, excuse me for not wearing a fucking ball gown.

      I lift my chin, glaring at him.

      “Sorry to disappoint you, Mikey, but I don’t always wear a mini skirt,” I sneer.

      Slapping the palm of his hand on top of the table, he leans forward, anger evident in his eyes.

      “You think I’m referring to what you’re wearing? Princess, you can wear a fucking burlap sack and I’ll still want to peel it off you slowly.”

      Oh God, here we go again.

      “Stop it,” I demand. I can’t listen to his illicit words, they’re too tempting. He’s too tempting. “We need to get this thing between us under control,” I whisper.

      He leans even closer, his whole upper body hanging over the table as he points a finger toward me and then back to himself. “This thing has a life of its own and doesn’t appear to be going anywhere anytime soon. The sooner you and I accept that the better off we’ll be.”

      There’s probably some truth to that.

      “I didn’t come here for this.”

      “What did you come here for?” he counters, leaning back against the booth.

      “I thought we could talk. I thought we could forget….”

      “Forget?” He scoffs. “You want me to forget the way you sound when you come?” He shakes his head slightly. “Not gonna happen, Princess.”

      “Mikey,” I croak. He lifts his chin and his eyes flash with anger.

      “Glad our little encounter helped you with your drought.” His jaw tightens visibly. “Rico raved all about it.”

      I draw my brows together.

      “What’re you talking about? What does Rico have to do with any of this?”

      “Tell me, Princess, why did you call me that night? Why didn’t you call him to get you off?”

      Anger boils in my veins and I feel my fists clench at my sides.

      “Listen to me, asshole, you called me.”

      He interrupts me.

      “I called you to apologize for putting my mouth on you. You opened the door for what happened and I’m not sorry for it, I’m only sorry it drove you into Rico’s arms.” He shakes his head and his face suddenly softens. “What the fuck are you doing with him, Nikki?”

      “What are you talking about? I have been avoiding Rico’s calls since it happened. He’s the one who is ultimately going to get hurt from our mistake.”

      “You sure about that?” he asks.

      “That I’ve been avoiding Rico?” I’m not sure where this interrogation is coming from, but I’m sure I’m running out of patience. Rolling my eyes, I reach into my purse and pull out my phone. Throwing it across the table, I meet Mikey’s gaze. “Check my phone.”

      He doesn’t reach for the phone. He simply keeps his eyes pinned to mine.

      “I mean are you sure your relationship with Rico is what you make it?”

      “I don’t make it out to be anything other than what it is. What are you even talking about?”

      “How did you two meet?”

      “Why do you care?”

      How did this conversation go from being about us to being about me and Rico?

      “Did he seek you out? Did a mutual friend introduce you? How did you and Rico come to be a couple?”

      Fuck this.

      I’m not entertaining his ridiculousness anymore. I reach across the table and grab my phone but Mikey’s hand closes over mine.

      “Let go of me,” I demand angrily.

      “Think about what I’m saying, Nikki.” His voice is strained. “Is your relationship with Rico what you think it is? Because if there is even a tiny shred of doubt I want you to tell me. If there is even the slightest possibility that he hasn’t been true to you I need to know.”

      “You’ve lost your mind,” I accuse. “Rico has been nothing but good to me. He’s the only guy who has dated me for me! He has done nothing wrong. I’m the one who has fucked everything up since you came home.” I don’t know why I’m defending my relationship when I’m the one who hammered the final nail in its coffin.

      “I asked you the other night if you loved him. You never answered me so I’m going to ask you again. Do you love Rico?”

      I stare at him blankly for a moment. There was a time I answered without the slightest bit of hesitation, a time when I was willing to shout my love for Rico from the rooftops. Now, I can’t answer the question at all which leads me to wonder if I mistook love for infatuation. I pull my hand free from Mikey and slide out of the booth. Standing next to him, my eyes lock with his.

      “I came here today to tell you what happened between us was a mistake. I don’t know why I can’t control my attraction to you, but I promise going forward I will. In fact, I think you and I should steer clear of one another for a while. We are supposed to be friends and the lines keep blurring.” I take a deep breath and continue. “Good luck with the club.”

      “Nikki, wait,” he says, rising to his feet. He reaches for me, but I take a step backward.

      “No, Mikey,” I say, my throat tight with emotion.

      I don’t say another word, nor do I give him a chance to. Turning around, I hurry out of the coffee shop. As soon as I step outside, I feel tears sting my eyes. My legs may have been strong enough to carry me away, but the rest of me doesn’t want to let him go.
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      When I was a kid, my dad would be home most of the day. He’d pick me up from school and we would throw the ball around. Most nights we sat down as a family to eat dinner together. After dinner, I’d sit on my parents’ bed and watch my dad get dressed to go to “work”. He’d stand in front of the mirror working the knot on his tie until it was perfect. He’d style his hair, never leaving one strand out of place. Once he was satisfied with his appearance, he would bring me into my room and tuck me in for the night. I remember watching him shrug his suit jacket on as he reached my bedroom door. He’d flick the light switch looking over his shoulder at me one last time before he went on his way.

      Staring at my image reflected in the mirror, I tuck my crisp white shirt into my meticulously black tailored pants and wonder if he’d be proud. I move to the dresser and lift my dad’s diamond bracelet. It’s gaudy as all hell, but it’s all I have left of my old man. I lay it on my wrist, the diamonds that spell out ‘Val’ stare back at me as I fasten the clasp. Lifting my head, I take one more glance at my reflection before draping my suit jacket over my arm. I grab my phone off the dresser and notice there’s an unread message from Nikki.

      We haven’t spoken since she ran out on me in the coffee shop. I tried to call her once, but then I thought about it. Maybe she was right. Maybe we did need to stay the hell away from one another. Deciding to respect her wishes, I didn’t make anymore attempts to call her.

      Not speaking to her every day forced me to focus on work. I suppose that was a good thing, right? Still, I miss her. I miss talking to her. I miss her smile. I miss her smartass remarks. Hell, I miss her ass period.

      She was still with Rico. This much I know because the prick didn’t stop talking about her whenever he was at Temptations, which was often. Apparently, one sound check for New York’s hottest disc jockey wasn’t enough. Anyway, he did his thing and I did mine. I still don’t trust him, but I don’t have anything on him either. I decided that digging up information on Rico was pointless. No one in Victor’s organization cared much about him and that spoke volumes. To everyone I was just jealous and maybe they were right.

      I stare at the screen for a moment before swiping my thumb across it. As soon as I bring up the text a sense of guilt washes over me as I remember today isn’t only the grand opening of the club, but also her twenty-first birthday. I should’ve been the one to text first, but I let my pride get in the way.

      

      Nikki: Hey, I just wanted to wish you good luck tonight.

      

      As if I already didn’t feel like the world’s biggest dick that text seals the deal. My fingers hover over the screen trying to figure out what to say. After a few moments, I slide the phone back into my pocket. The only way to make this right is to wish Nikki happy birthday in person and while I’m at it, I might as well man the fuck up and tell her I don’t want to go on not talking to one another.

      With that decided, I go to the nightstand and retrieve my piece, but when I pull open the drawer all I find is a   bottle of Johnny Walker Black. Realizing I left my gun in the safe inside the office, I push my fingers through my hair and send up a silently prayer that no one tries to clip me on my way to the club.

      I grab the bottle, unscrew the cap and take a sip, hoping it takes the edge off. I’d be lying through my teeth if I told you I wasn’t nervous about tonight. It doesn’t matter how much time I have put in throughout the last week, I still feel like a fucking virgin fumbling to roll on a condom.

      I take one final shot before placing the bottle back in the drawer. If I don’t haul ass I’m going to be late, and there’s a stop I want to make.

      Making my way into the living room, I find Anthony dressed in a pair of black slacks and a fitted shirt. It’s the first time I’m seeing him dressed in something that doesn’t include a t-shirt and a leather jacket.

      “Well look at that, Little Mikey is all dressed up and ready to play with the big dogs,” he says. I can’t tell if he’s joking or being sarcastic. Either way, I don’t pay much mind to his words.

      “Can we get the fuck out of here, please?” I say, shrugging on my suit jacket.

      As I head for the door, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Jimmy was right, the man definitely makes the suit and I make this suit look damn good. I mean, I actually have to refrain from blowing a kiss to myself in the mirror.

      Rolling his eyes, Anthony slaps me on the back.

      “Let’s go, Romeo,” he says, then ushers me out the front door.

      At the curb a black town car waits for us. I guess working for Victor has its perks. We make ourselves comfortable in the back seat of the sedan and I instruct the driver to make a stop at Green-wood Cemetery. Anthony looks at me but doesn’t question the command. The gates will be closing soon, not really giving me much time for a visit, but that’s okay. Tonight is a big night for me and I figure it wouldn’t hurt to pay my parents a visit before the opening. Maybe then I won’t feel so alone.

      Once the car makes its way through the gates, I direct the driver to the section where my parents’ graves is located. Green-wood cemetery is the largest cemetery in New York, spanning about 475 acres. My parents’ plot sits on the top of one of the many steep hills. Climbing out of the car, I trek up the hill, immediately spotting the grave.

      I should’ve brought flowers. My mother loved flowers. Lilies were her favorite.

      “Hey, Mom… Dad,” I say hoarsely. I thought this would be easy, but it’s not. Staring at the fresh dirt from my mother’s burial reminds me of everything I lost and a lump forms in my throat.

      “I’m not sure why I’m here other than I felt the need to be close to you both. I thought it would help me.” I let out a heavy sigh. “You know, to clear my conscience and all that. I came back home after you died, Mom. There was nothing left for me in Pennsylvania and it seemed only logical to move here, after all you guys are here too. I work for Victor now, but not in the same regard as you did, Dad. I’m going to be running one of his nightclubs. Tonight is the grand opening and I’m nervous. Really nervous. Everyone expects me to be just like you and I’m afraid I can’t live up to those expectations.”

      For some reason, Nikki’s face flashes in my mind, but I quickly shake the image away.

      “I guess I came here to ask you, Dad—to look out for me. And Mom, please forgive me for the choice I made. I know it’s not the path you would’ve wanted for me, but I hope you understand that I felt like it was my only option.”

      Rising to my full height, I pat my slacks, making sure there aren’t any traces of dirt on my suit. I glance at the pile of dirt one more time, that sense of loneliness rears its ugly head again, but I push through it.

      I remind myself that I’m Michael Valente and inside of me are the best pieces of my mother and my father.

      Her strength.

      His bravery.

      “Wish me luck,” I whisper, pressing my fingers to my lips and saluting their grave. Before I lose my shit and trust me, I’m on the brink, I turn and make my way down the hill.

      I wonder when the pain of losing them will get easier.

      Probably never.

      Reaching into my jacket pocket, I grab my sunglasses. I fix them to my face, shielding my bloodshot eyes from Anthony as I slide into the car.

      “You okay?” he questions.

      “Fine.” I clear my throat and lean my head against the seat. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Keeping his gaze pinned to me, Anthony remains quiet. Then he nods and looks to the driver, his eyes meeting his in the rearview mirror.

      “Take us to Temptations,” he orders.

      And just like that, I was on my way to secure my spot in Victor’s organization.

      God help me.
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Nikki

      The bass vibrates off the walls of Temptations as the house disc jockey works at packing out the main dance floor.  A large disco ball hangs in the middle of the crowded dance floor, spinning round and round.

      Forcing myself to snap out of my trance, I stare at the flowers that decorate our V.I.P. table, a surprise that I found when Adrianna and I arrived at the club. I couldn’t find a card, so I assumed they were from my father, especially since Rico seemed just as surprised by the gesture.

      I’m officially twenty-one years old, legal to do all the things I have been doing since I was eighteen and yet I don’t feel like dancing or drinking.

      I lean back against the white leather couch and take it all in. Rico stands off to the side, bopping his head to the beat of the music as he greets people that recognize him. I was on point with my suggestion to have him headline. Since we walked into the club people have been asking when he’s going on.

      In case you haven’t figured it out, we are together still or at least we’re pretending to be. In the beginning of the week, I told him I needed to sort some things out and that I thought it would be best if we took a break. He insisted we wait it out, until after my birthday.

      It’s not Rico’s fault our relationship fell apart and as much as he wants to resolve the issues we have, he can’t. No one can. I thought staying away from Mikey would lessen my infatuation, but I think it’s only made matters worse. I missed my friend, and it was almost as if I was mourning his absence and the loss of our friendship the same way I had when I was just ten years old.

      Adrianna takes a seat beside me, pulling me away from my thoughts. I turn to her and frown. My sister hides her pain well. If you don’t know her circumstances, you might find it hard to believe her heart is broken.

      She braves a smile and hands me a glass of champagne.

      “Happy Birthday, baby sister,” she says.

      “Thanks, A,” I reply, taking a sip. My eyes widen as she downs the entire glass in a single gulp.

      “I love this song!” she exclaims, quickly jumping to her feet. She takes my glass from my hand and sets it on the table, next to my flowers and pulls me onto my feet. “Dance with me!”

      Knowing tonight is one of the rare times when she can let lose, it’s impossible to deny her and I let her drag me toward the dance floor. Rico stops us and kisses my forehead.

      “I’m going to go upstairs and get ready for my set,” he says over the music.

      “Okay.”

      “C’mon Nikki!” Adrianna shouts, plucking Rico’s drink from his hand to claim it as her own. Rico laughs at her before treating me with a wink.

      “Save a dance for me,” he murmurs.

      Giving him a smile, I let my sister pull me onto the dance floor. People circle us, encouraging us to dance. I don’t know if know we are Victor’s daughters, or if they even care. One song bleeds into another and we keep at it, both of us thoroughly enjoying ourselves. My eyes wander around the club, hoping to catch a glimpse of Mikey.

      I’m not going to lie and say I’m not a little disappointed that he didn’t come to our table once or at least have the decency to answer the text I sent him. I suppose he has his hands full. Still, it hurts knowing he can just write me off so easily.

      My sister freezes in front of me as her eyes drift behind me. Before I can turn to see what’s got her spooked, a hand closes over my shoulder. Anthony steps around me and bends to kiss my cheek.

      “Happy Birthday, kid.”

      “Thank you,” I reply with a smile. His eyes move to Adrianna and I watch as they stare at each other silently.

      “A,” he says with a nod. His eyes make a quick perusal of her body and he licks his lips. “You look beautiful.”

      Turning to her, I wait for her to respond, but she remains quiet.

      Jesus, A, throw the guy a bone.

      The air suddenly becomes thick and it has nothing to do with the smoke machines on the side of the dance floor. I feel like I’m invading a private moment between them.

      I’m about to excuse myself when he reaches for her hands. There are no words spoken between them as he pulls her toward him, wrapping his free arm around her waist. I quickly become a forgotten thought as they disappear onto the crowded dance floor.

      Thankful for the reprieve, I make my way to the other end of the dance floor. Deciding to take a break and freshen up in the ladies’ room, I pass the main bar on my way, catching a glimpse of my parents sitting at the bar. They both are smiling and are surrounded by friends and some of my dad’s associates. I pause for a moment, watching as my mother places her hand on my dad’s shoulder. He laughs at something Jimmy says, but absent-mindedly he also takes my mother’s hand. He brings it to his mouth, kissing her knuckles softly.

      Say what you may about my father, most if it is probably true, but words can’t tarnish the way I perceive him. In my eyes, he is a great man who loves his family. You know that saying ‘behind every great man is a woman who made him that way.’ That is the perfect way to describe my parents. I give them one more glance before turning the corner and making my way toward the ladies’ room.

      I groan at the line that seems to go on forever. The house disc jockey announces that Rico will be going on in five minutes. Deciding the bathroom can wait, I head for the staircase that leads to the sound booth. Before he blows the roof off this place, I might as well wish him luck. The sounds from the main floor drift away as I reach the landing. My heels click along the wooden floor as I meander down the narrow hallway. Reaching the door to the sound booth, I notice it’s slightly ajar. I smooth a hand down my skintight pencil skirt before pushing open the door. My eyes roam the darkened room, settling on the three people inside of it. Rico is hunched over a table, the tip of a straw up his nose. He slides it across a mirror snorting the white powder until it disappears up his nose.

      I cover my mouth, muffling a gasp and take a step backward. He straightens up and hands the straw to the girl beside him. I study her for a moment, noting that she looks oddly familiar. Rico cuts the cocaine, pushing it around the mirror with a credit card until he forms a perfect line. She bends her head to rip the line and when she’s done she lifts her head, dabbing at her nostrils with a napkin. Then, to my horror, I watch as she wraps her arms around Rico. My throat closes as his hands fall to her ass. A man steps around them and hands Rico a stack of money. Peeling the girl away from him, Rico takes the cash and digs into his pocket, producing a handful of baggies, all full of coke.

      “We all set?” Rico asks him.

      “We’re all good. Just waiting for Gino to give the order and then it's showtime.”

      “Good,” Rico says, turning to the blonde. “Time for you to get the fuck out of here before shit goes down.”

      “But Rico,” she whines.

      “Do as I say,” he clips.

      I slowly back away from the door. I lean against the wall, trying to process everything I just witnessed but then I hear the blonde’s heels click across the floor.

      Not wanting to be seen, I turn and hurry for the steps. I can’t keep what I saw to myself. Not only was he selling drugs in my father’s club, but he said something was about to go down—that can’t be good.

      With my heart pounding, I jet down the stairs as quickly as my six-inch heels allow. Reaching the bottom, I draw in a deep breath. That’s when I feel two hands take hold of my hips. I’m about to scream when I’m pulled against a hard chest, but my sixth sense kicks into gear.

      I was safe.

      It was him.

      “Happy Birthday, Princess,” my Mikey whispers against my ear. The tension leaves my body as he spins me around to face him. His smile temporarily hypnotizes me making me forget everything I saw moments ago and his heated stare robs me of my ability to speak.

      He lifts his hand and his fingertips gently graze my cheek.

      “God you’re so fucking beautiful,” he whispers, leaning his forehead against mine. He’s so close that his breath mingles with mine. I raise my hand closing my fingers around his wrist and his hand stills against my cheek.

      “I’ve been watching you all night waiting to get you alone. I’m all out of patience, Nikki. I can’t hold back anymore. I’m going to put my mouth on yours and show you what it’s like to be really kissed.”

      A gasp escapes my lips as his groin brushes against my leg. I can feel his thick length against my thigh. Paralyzed with lust, I watch as a slow smile spreads across his tantalizing mouth.

      “Get ready Princess, there’s no turning back,” he warns.

      Then he does it.

      His lips fuse with mine, working them, tasting them and sucking them between his. His tongue slides along the seam of my lips, slowly parting them and invading my mouth.

      Holy Christ! Our tongues meet and there are fireworks.

      Honest to God I hear fireworks go off in my ears.

      Mikey pulls away from me abruptly and drops his hands from my face. My eyes spring open, startled by the loss of his mouth. Someone screams.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      “Get down!” Mikey shouts. Reaching behind him, he pulls out a gun and I freeze.  “Nikki, get down!” he orders again, raising his gun and aiming over my shoulder.

      Screams echo in every direction and Mikey’s voice becomes muffled. All I can hear are those damn fireworks, but they aren’t really fireworks, they are gunshots. Everything I overheard upstairs flashes through my mind and I suddenly feel sick to my stomach. I should’ve told someone. I should’ve warned my father—oh God my family! I’m about to run back to the main room to warn them when Mikey throws me to the floor. His body falls over mine, acting as a shield and a tear slides down my cheek.

      I’m too late.
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      I aim my gun down the center of the smoke-filled hallway, fully prepared to shoot anyone who dares to come toward us. I have no idea what is going on in the main area of the club, but it doesn’t sound very promising. The music has come to a screeching halt, the booming sound of the bass of the music replaced by the screams of people and gunshots as they blast off the walls.

      I glance down at Nikki, her body quivers beneath mine as she cries hysterically. Fuck, this isn’t how I pictured it would go when I finally had her underneath me. I drop one hand from my gun, keeping it steady as I continue to aim it down the hallway and glance down at her.

      “It’s okay, baby. Just please try to calm down,” I murmur. “I don’t really know what I’m supposed to do here, I’m a fuck up not a gangster so work with me, Princess.”

      I’m having a hard time keeping my own shit together but seeing her so terrified forces me to keep my control.

      I glance around trying to devise some sort of plan to get us out of here safely. I look at Nikki again, the fear reflected in her eyes sends me over the edge. Taking her hand, I pull her onto her feet.

      “You trust me to keep you safe?” She nods. I have no fucking idea what I’m doing, but I know there is nothing I won’t do to make sure Nikki comes out of this unscathed.

      I push her against the wall and spread my free arm across her body. The gunfire isn’t as loud as it was when it began, and neither are the screams. I don’t know if that’s a good sign or not. I motion to the other end of the hallway that’s engulfed with smoke. There’s an emergency exit at the end of the hallway.

      “Start walking,” I tell Nikki, keeping my arm across her as we walk sideways along the wall. She covers her mouth, coughing as the smoke attacks her lungs. “There is a fire exit down the hall.”

      “Mikey… what about everyone else?” she chokes.

      I don’t have an answer for her.

      The truth is grim.

      People died here tonight, I just pray the people she loves aren’t on the list.

      We make our way to the exit, and I pocket my gun, pushing the heavy metal door with both hands. It doesn’t budge.

      “Fuck!” I shout, banging my head against the door. Throwing a tantrum won’t get us out of here in one piece. “Is there another way out?” Nikki cries, her fingers tightening around my arm. “Or do we have to go through the main floor?”

      There’s dread in her tone. Fear too.

      Neither of us want to see the carnage inside the club.

      Turning to her, I touch my hand to her cheek.

      I have no idea what to do and I think she knows that.

      Suddenly the metal door opens. Instinctively, I push Nikki behind me. With her screams echoing in the hallway, I turn and cock my gun at the person standing in the doorway.

      “Don’t shoot!” Anthony hollers. He grabs the lapels of my suit and pulls me outside. Then he reaches for Nikki. As soon as she clears the doorway someone starts firing at us. Anthony is quick to return the shots and I force Nikki on the ground.

      “There’s a car waiting for you down the alleyway. Go!” Anthony shouts as he continues to fire down the smoke engulfed hallway. “GO!”

      I grabbed Nikki’s hands and pull her back on her feet. She turns to Anthony, her face streaked with tears.

      “My sister’s in there! Anthony, you have to get her out of there!” She thrashes, pulling her hand from mine. She grabs Anthony’s arm. “Please!”

      Anthony shrugs free from her hold and I grab her from behind. Christ, didn’t her father teach her not to latch onto someone when they were firing a fucking gun?

      “I’ve got your sister,” Anthony grinds out, diverting his eyes to me. “Get her out of here.”

      I nod, pulling her against my body. She wriggles in my arms, trying to break free. “My family is in there! I can’t leave them, Mikey!”

      That’s the difference between Nikki and me. She is so afraid of losing her family while I’ve already lost mine. I know the pain she’s feeling, I lived through it twice. I’d do anything to make it so she doesn’t have to feel that anguish.

      I haul her over my shoulder, her fists beating against my back as I run down the alleyway. I skid to a stop when I reach the curb, spying the black SUV on the corner. That must be our ride. Readjusting Nikki in my arms, I hurry toward the driver’s side and nearly drop her when I notice Jack “Bulldog” Parish behind the wheel.

      Shit.

      “Get the fuck in the car!” he shouts out the window.

      Confusion settles in as I stare at him.

      I don’t know if he is the enemy or the ally, I don’t know who the fuck to trust. I look behind me, but Anthony is nowhere in sight. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I bring my eyes back to his. The roar of motorcycles sounds in the distance and I shake my head.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I sneer. My eyes dart around the deserted area, searching for an escape.

      “Look, kid, I told Vic I’d see to it that you and his daughter were safely tucked away. Now I’m telling you if you don’t get the fuck in the car you will be the one responsible for your death and hers.” Those words send a chill down my spine and my gaze cuts back to him. Half a dozen motorcycles pull up behind the SUV, every rider wearing a leather vest that matches Jack’s.

      “Clock’s ticking, kid,” Jack hisses.

      I lower Nikki from my shoulder and set her down on wobbly heels. She looks from me to Jack and then at the pack of bikes.

      “Jesus Christ,” she whispers.

      “These men are friends of your dad’s. They are going to take us somewhere safe, okay?” I ramble, running my fingers nervously through my hair.

      Her lip quivers as she nods.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I assure, although I’m not a hundred percent certain anything I say is true.

      “Mikey, this is all my fault.”

      I shake my head, rubbing her arms.

      “None of this is your fault,” I reply. The bikers flash their lights, signaling it’s time for us to move. I reach around her and pull open the back door. “Get in the car, Nikki, we need to get out of here.”

      She climbs into the back seat of the Ford Expedition and I slide in beside her. Jack peels away from the curb before I can even close the door. I look over my shoulder, out the rear window and watch as the pack of motorcycles splits and surrounds the SUV.

      Christ.

      I glance back at Nikki, noticing how her arms are tightly wrapped around her body. Leaning forward, I shrug off my suit jacket and drape it around her shoulders. She settles back in the seat, not saying a word. Feeling helpless, I look at Jack.

      “Where are you taking us?” I ask.

      He doesn’t respond.

      A moment later his phone rings.

      “Yeah…” he answers, glancing at me in the rearview mirror. “They’re fine, but the girl looks a little shaken up and the kid may have shit his pants.”

      Fuck you, Bulldog.

      I flip him the bird.

      President or no president, I’m not in the fucking mood for his shit.

      He chuckles drawing his attention back at the road again.

      “Okay, we’ll meet you at the dog pound,” he adds before disconnecting the call.

      The dog pound?

      “Was that my father?” Nikki asks from beside me. She doesn’t sound so out of sorts anymore.

      “No sweetness that was Jimmy Gold,” Jack replies.

      “Glad to know he made it out of there in one piece,” I mutter sarcastically. Nikki elbows me, causing me to look over at her. “Sorry,” I mumble and run my fingers roughly through my hair. I look back toward the driver’s seat and stare at Jack suspiciously. He is located in Jersey, or at least that’s where the shooting range was. There’s no way he made it to Temptations that quickly.

      “Hey, Jack, mind telling me how the hell you got involved in all of this?”

      “Victor asked me and my club to assist in providing extra protection tonight,” he says, shrugging his shoulders as if this whole shootout is no big deal. “We were close by in case shit like this went down.”

      “Wait a minute, are you saying my father anticipated this was going to happen tonight?” Nikki asks, suddenly appearing to be on high alert.

      “I’m saying your old man was being cautious.” He fumbles with a pack of cigarettes, sliding one between his lips before handing the pack to us. Nikki leans forward, taking the pack from his hand. I watch her intently as she plucks a Marlboro out of the pack and places it between her lips slipping the pack of cigarettes into her bra.

      “Can I have a light?” she asks.

      Jack hands her a lighter and she makes quick work of lighting the cigarette. The first pull instantly calms her nerves and I wonder if it’s all in her head or if the nicotine really hit her system that quickly.

      For me it would take a gallon of vodka and a joint to calm my nerves.

      Nikki cracks the window, flicking her ashes out the tiny opening.

      “Rico had something to do with what happened tonight,” she reveals.

      “Who’s Rico?” Jack asks instantly.

      She tears her gaze from the window and looks at Jack. “My boyfriend… or whatever… I mean he was my boyfriend.” She closes her eyes for a moment, taking another drag of her cigarette. When she opens her eyes again, she turns to me. “Before I ran into you, I went upstairs to wish Rico luck. I saw him in the sound booth with another guy and some girl.” She pauses and laughs bitterly. “I think he was cheating on me with her, but whatever.”

      “I fucking knew there was something shady about that jerk off,” I hiss.

      “I don’t really need to hear I told you so, Mikey. I know you can’t stand him, but you could be a little fucking compassionate. I just told you my boyfriend was cheating on me and probably had a fucking hand in the shoot-out we just witnessed. For all I know, someone I love could be bleeding to death in that club and I’m sitting here trying not to think the worst and hope that I didn’t have a hand in any of this.”

      Her words cut me down to size, but instead of apologizing for offending her I press her for more information.

      “How would you have had a hand in any of this?”

      “I brought Rico into everyone’s life thinking that he was a good guy. I thought he cared about me and that he was different. None of that bullshit dating me because of who my father is. I really thought he was the one guy who saw something other than my last name. I encouraged my father to hire him for tonight’s gig. I have no idea what his involvement is in any of this, but the one thing I do know is that whatever his part was in this he was able to execute because I allowed him to. I allowed him into my life and the lives of everyone around me.” She throws the cigarette out the window and leans back in the seat.

      I rub my face tiredly. I can relate to that in a way. I live with the guilt of my own actions every day. If I had been a better son or had accepted my role as man of the house after my father died, my mom might still be alive. Instead, I acted like an entitled prick. It’s a shitty feeling, thinking you may have had a part in the abolishment of another person’s life, especially someone you love.

      I place my hand on Nikki’s knee. “I think we’re jumping the gun here. Let’s just wait and see what happens,” I rasp.

      She keeps her gaze trained out the window.

      “I know what I heard,” she whispers.

      Her fingers lace with mine and she closes her eyes. I bring her hand to my lips, placing a delicate kiss to her knuckles. Then I drape an arm around her shoulders and bring her head to rest against my chest.

      Jack turns up the volume on the radio as he pulls onto the highway. Settling against the seat, I let my fingers glide over Nikki’s hair.

      I should probably be asking Jack some questions, but I’m too exhausted. Instead, I surrender my trust and pray he takes us to safety. That when we arrive at our destination, we’ll have a better understanding of the battle we survived and can prepare for the war that’s to come.
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      My eyes flutter open to the sound of pellets of rain beating against the window. I lay completely still for a moment, listening to the tranquil sound before I realize I have no idea where I am. I bolt upright and glance around the tiny bedroom. The walls are covered in wood paneling giving it an older look, but there is no clutter. It’s neat and tidy. I throw my legs over the bed and look down at myself, noticing I’m wearing the same clothes from the night. My mind instantly recalls the shootout and it dawns on me that this place is probably the safe house Jack brought us to last night.

      Making my way to the door, I open it and enter what appears to be the living room of a tiny cabin. Beyond the living room is a kitchen where two bikers stand fighting over a coffee pot.

      I shake my head and bring my eyes back to the living room, spotting Jack. He lifts his head from the newspaper he’s reading and smiles at me.

      “Morning sweetness.”

      My eyes sweep around the small space before nervously meeting Jack’s again. “Where’s Mikey?”

      As if on cue, the door next to the one I emerged from opens and Mikey steps out holding a towel around his waist. My eyes wander over him, appreciating every inch. Lifting my chin, I meet his gaze and he gives me a crooked smile.

      “Hey, I didn’t know you were up.”

      “That’s because you took an hour-long shower.” I turn to the biker who speaks and he extends his hand offering me a cup of coffee. I glance at the patch on his vest.

      Bones?

      That’s a name?

      “Thank you...”

      I take the coffee from him and look back at Mikey.

      “I’m going to throw my clothes on.”

      I respond with a nod. He stares at me for a moment, mumbling something under his breath before stepping around me to enter the bedroom. He closes the door behind him and I turn back to the bikers.

      “You hungry? Bones makes a mean omelet,” Jack offers, folding the newspaper in half and shoving it underneath one of the worn cushions of the sofa.

      “The coffee is enough,” I say, taking another sip.  I peer over the mug at him. “Did you hear from my father?”

      “No,” he replies as he rises from the couch and crosses his arms against his chest. “Last I heard his lawyer was working on getting him out.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Arrested is better than dead.

      “He was arrested?”

      It’s not the first time my father’s been read his rights and if he makes it out of this ordeal, it won’t be the last. Luckily, he has a shark for a lawyer.

      “All I know is that they cuffed him and made him spend the night in lock up. My guess is that they are just busting balls looking for info. What are they going to charge him with? Shooting up his own nightclub?” Jack shakes his head. “Just hang tight. He’ll be here as soon as he can.”

      I run my finger around the rim of the mug.

      “What about the rest of my family?”

      “I don’t have all the details, sweetness. If something was wrong, I’m sure I would’ve heard,” he responds, slapping Bones on the back. “Come on.” His eyes come back to me. “I’m running out to get a pack of smokes.” Fighting a smirk, he winks at me. “Some girl robbed mine last night. You need anything?”

      My lips curve as I shake my head, remembering the Marlboros I stashed in between my boobs.

      Jack “Bulldog” Parrish is all right in my book.

      “I’m good thanks.”

      He nods.

      “Yeah, I thought so. I’m leaving the prospect. He’ll be right outside in case you guys need anything.”

      “Tell pretty boy we’ll be right back,” Bones teases. I guess Mikey has a new nickname.

      They leave the cabin, and the silence becomes too much, making me feel as though I’m the leading lady in a bad horror flick. Any minute some asshole wearing a mask is going to break down the door and wield an ax at me. The bedroom door opens and I jump.

      Good God, I’m a mess.

      Spinning around, I find Mikey wearing the same clothes from last night, only they’re wrinkled as all hell and the shirt is half buttoned.

      “You scared me…”

      “Sorry,” he murmurs. Reaching out, he slides a finger under my chin and forces my eyes to his. “You still shook up?”

      “You’re not?” I volley.

      He stares at me quietly for a moment before dropping his finger from my chin.

      “I don’t know what I am,” he admits.

      I get that. While I have always known my father’s lifestyle was ugly, it never actually touched me until last night. That shootout was different than visiting daddy in jail. It was different than having feds stationed outside your junior high school graduation. Someone could’ve been killed. I could’ve been killed. That’s a sobering thought.

      One I push out of my head.

      “I’m never celebrating my birthday again,” I mumble, trying to make light of things. I throw myself on the couch and look at Mikey. “I bet your twenty-first birthday wasn’t as exciting as mine—or as terrifying.”

      He takes a seat on the coffee table in front of me and leans his elbows on his knees.

      “Can’t say that it was,” he replies. There is a silent pause before he continues. “When we get home, I’ll take you out for your birthday. We’ll forget all about last night’s debauchery and make good memories.”

      I smile.

      “I’m just kidding…” I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t like making a big deal of my birthday anyway. The fact it happened on my birthday just makes it harder to forget.”

      He cocks his head to the side, a smirk toying on his lips.

      “So does that mean you’ll never forget the date you were finally kissed properly?”

      I nudge him with my foot.

      “Jerk.”

      He shrugs his shoulders.

      “The whole gunfire extravaganza has its perks after all.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You do remember, don’t you? Or do you need a reminder?” he questions, his gaze lowering to my lips.

      Honestly, I had forgotten about the kiss. But have no fear, his words bring back the vivid images of us in the hallway. He was right. There is a distinct difference between the way Mikey kissed me and any kiss I had ever had before. His kiss was more than just his lips meshing with mine. It was consuming and something I didn’t feel with just my mouth, but rather with my entire body. Even now as I recall the kiss, I can feel little electric currents run through my veins.

      “I remember,” I rasp. He reaches forward, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “Damn…” he whispers, holding my eyes captive to his own. After a beat, he swallows and drops his hand away from my face. “Did you like the flowers?”

      “The flowers?” The arrangement of pink and purple roses flash in my head. “Those were from you? How come you didn’t sign the card?”

      He shrugs before standing and making his way to the kitchen.

      “I wanted to do something for your birthday. My mother always loved flowers, it seemed like a no-brainer.” He pours himself a cup of coffee.

      “Thank you, they were beautiful,” I say. Remorse washes over me as I stare at his back. I shouldn’t have picked a fight with him just to put distance between us. Especially, because I only did it so I wouldn’t feel guilty toward Rico.

      That prick.

      “I texted you to wish you luck,” I call, my words sounding weak and like a consolation prize.

      “Yeah, I saw that,” he confirms, taking a sip of his coffee. He turns to meet my gaze. “Thanks.”

      Sensing the anger in his tone, my eyes narrow.

      “Okay, I get it. I should’ve called, but—"

      “But you were too busy making it work with your boyfriend.” He shrugs his shoulders. “So, how’d that work out for you?”

      Anger coils inside my veins, forcing me to stand and close the distance between us.

      How dare he throw that in my face after everything that happened.

      “You’re really going to play that card right now, Mikey?” I snap. “Excuse me for being such a poor judge of character. It’s apparently not my strong suit since I also told myself you weren’t really a dick.”

      He sets his coffee mug on the counter before stepping precariously close to me.

      “Say it again,” he demands, barely audible. He was close, too close to me, hogging up all my air. I plant my palms against his chest, pushing him against the counter.

      “You’re a dick,” I hiss.

      He closes his hand around my wrist and pulls me against him. I wriggle my hand free only for him to hold me in place by my hips. Then he flips around so that my back is the one pressed against the counter. He releases my hips, bracing one hand on each side of me as he grips the edge of the counter and boxes me in.

      “Christ, that mouth of yours is going to be the death of me,” he hisses huskily, his eyes diverting back and forth between my eyes and my lips.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that considering bullets were flying past your head last night,” I counter, my voice raspy. The anger fades from me as my eyes wander his body.

      “It didn’t work did it, Princess?” he asks, wedging his leg between mine. My body betrays me, grinding against him and a coy smile teases his lips.

      “What?” I croak.

      “Staying away from me. Pretending this thing between us doesn’t exist. Wishing that it hadn’t just been a phone call that sent you over the edge. It didn’t work, did it?” His voice sounds so controlled, like he isn’t the slightest bit affected by this sexual tension. “It backfired right in your pretty little face.” He nuzzles the side of my neck, lips grazing my skin ever so slightly. “Should I do it, Nikki? Should I slip my fingers under your skirt and see how much it didn’t work?”

      His hands fumble with the hemline of my skirt.

      I should tell him to fuck off but I want him to touch me. Hell, I want him to throw me on top of the counter and fuck me senseless. I guess I’ll settle for his hand.

      “What do you think?” he whispers, taking my earlobe between his teeth. He shifts slightly, pressing his erection against my thigh.

      I can’t take it anymore.

      I wrap my fingers around his wrist and guide his hand under my skirt.

      “Are you going to let me watch you come this time, or are you going to be a coward again?” he murmurs as his fingers inch up my thighs.

      Higher and higher.

      Almost there.

      I’m about to take his hand and shove it inside my panties myself when the door opens. His hand immediately drops from my panties and he reaches behind him, pulling out the gun tucked in the back of his pants. In one swift move, he turns the glock on the intruder…my father.
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      I lower my gun, tucking it safely into the waistband of my pants. Jimmy Gold stares at me with a grin stretched across his face and a spark of amusement flickers in his eyes. I don’t know if the bastard is amused by the fact I just pulled a gun on him and Victor or the fact I’m trying to hide a hard on. I brave a glance at Victor, he doesn’t seem bothered by either. He’s totally focused on Nikki.

      Nikki brushes by me as she makes a dash for her father. Victor meets her halfway and pulls her into his arms.

      “I’m so glad to see you, sweetheart,” Victor rasps. Jack, Bones, and the prospect appear, closing the door to the cabin behind them. The room suddenly feels even smaller than it did when it was just me and Nikki.

      “Are you okay? You weren’t hurt, were you?” Victor asks, breaking their embrace. His eyes scan the length of her, making sure she is in one piece.

      “No, I’m fine,” Nikki assures him. Her eyes dart to me and then back to her dad. “We both are.”

      He nods, bringing his eyes to me. I cross my arms against my chest and return his stare.

      “You did good, son,” he murmurs.

      I bite the inside of my cheek, absorbing the four little words that pack a punch. Pride swells in my chest but it’s fleeting as I wonder where we go from here.

      “Is everyone else okay? Mom? Adrianna?” Nikki asks. Breaking our stare, he looks to his daughter.

      “They’re fine.”

      “Luca?” she whispers.

      “Safe and sound,” he replies. A sigh sounds from his mouth and he slinks down onto the couch. The newspaper Jack shoved between the cushions brushes against his leg. He pulls the paper from the cushions and stares at the headlines quietly.

      “I’m going to go wash my face and then I’ll be ready to go,” Nikki says.

      I arch an eyebrow.

      No one said anything about leaving.

      Nikki disappears into the bathroom and a minute later the water sounds. Jimmy turns to Victor and shakes his head.

      “This should be fun,” he mutters.

      Rubbing a hand over his face, Victor ignores him.

      “Everything you asked for is in here,” Jack says, placing a manila envelope on the coffee table in front of Victor. “If there’s anything else you need just holler at me.”

      Vic’s eyes lock with Jack’s. “Thank you for all you did last night.” He points to me. “For getting these kids to safety and all your help is always greatly appreciated. Jimmy will take care of you and your brothers.” He stands and extends his hand to the biker.

      Shaking his hand, Jack replies, “Anytime brother, you know we have your back. Do you want me to stick around or do you and your men have it from here?”

      “We’ve got it from here,” Victor says, moving to shake the other two bikers’ hands. “Thanks again, fellas.”

      Jack glances at me, a grin on his face. “Take care, kid. Try not to freak out so much.” With a slap on my back and another tip of his chin, Jack and his posse make their way out the front door.

      Alone, I look between Victor and Jimmy noting their expressions are grim. Dread creeps into my gut and I focus on Victor.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I question.

      “Watch your mouth,” Jimmy sneers. “We’ve had a rough night and we’re not in the mood for your lip.”

      “You’ve had a rough night? I’m sorry. I didn’t know we spent the fucking night in paradise,” I hiss in return.

      “You little shit. Be happy that you didn’t have to deal with what the fuck we did,” Jimmy snaps, stepping closer to me. It’s the first time I’ve seen him actually play his part well.

      “No, I just had to deal with bullets flying at us and getting Nikki the hell out of the club! She could’ve been shot!” I shove his chest. His hands wrap around my wrists.

      “Newsflash kid, we all could’ve been shot! Just be grateful you didn’t have to kill anyone or spend the night in a fucking cell,” he growls, twisting my wrists as he shoves me away from him. “A word to the wise, kid. If I were you, I’d keep your fucking hands off me.”

      “You prick!”

      “Enough!” Victor shouts. “Sit down,” he orders, pointing to me. I give him an exasperated look. He can’t just order me around. “SIT,” he clips.

      Maybe he can.

      Rolling my eyes, I plop my ass on the couch like a misbehaved child who has just been scolded. I may not have endured the same shit they did, but like it or not, I’m part of this hell. They’re accustomed to this shit, though. Me? I’m flying blind.

      “You’re not going to like what I’m about to tell you, but you have to understand that there is no other option. You’ll do as you’re told because your life depends on it,” Victor says grimly.

      “Are you threatening me?” I scoff.

      His eyes narrow and his jaw ticks.

      “No, I’m protecting you,” he grinds out.

      Suddenly, the bathroom door opens and Nikki steps out.

      “Okay, I’m ready! I can’t wait to take a shower and get out of these clothes.” Her gaze darts from one man to another. “What’s the matter?”

      “You should sit down too, sweetheart,” Victor warns.

      Nikki turns to me, her eyes questioning mine. I shrug my shoulders and shake my head.

      I’m just as clueless as she is.

      Taking a seat next to me, she reaches for my hand and we both stare up at her father expectantly.

      “You’re not going home,” Victor reveals.

      “What?” I ask incredulously. “You want us to stay here in this shithole?”

      No fucking way.

      Nikki nudges me.

      “What do you mean we’re not going home, Dad?” she asks.

      How can she be calm? Didn’t she hear him?

      “It’s not safe for either of you right now. Now, I don’t know all the details, we’re piecing everything together but what is a hundred percent clear is that whoever did this had no regard for my family. That makes this personal.”

      “Oh, fucking hell,” I mutter.

      This isn’t good.

      “So help me God, kid, if you don’t shut your mouth…” Jimmy warns.

      Hand to God, I want to punch him in the face, knock that gold tooth right out of his mouth.

      “It’s not safe here for you. Until I can get the upper hand on this situation, I need you all to remain out of sight. Anthony already took your sister and the baby to a safe house.”

      “Dad, I can’t just pick up and leave. I have a job and…” Nikki stutters.

      “You can and you will,” he says, staring at her long and hard. “You don’t have a choice.” He turns his head and zeroes in on me. “Neither of you do.”

      I’m about to argue, but I decide against it. What a fine mess this is.

      Fucking Victor.

      He couldn’t leave me alone after my mom died. No— he had to come bring me back home and for what? To be in the middle of goddamn mob war?

      “Where did you send Adrianna and Luca?” Nikki questions.

      “It’s better if you don’t know her location,” Jimmy chimes in.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, realizing things are a lot graver than I thought if we can’t even know where Adrianna and Anthony are hiding. “You guys aren’t fucking around. Are we like in real serious danger?”

      “You can be,” Victor replies. “That’s why I need you guys away from here.”

      “So we’re going to stay here?” I volley.

      “No.”

      He reaches for the envelope that Jack gave him and unclasps it. Taking a peek inside, he shuffles the contents. After a moment, he extends it to me. “Inside you’ll find two cell phones, credit cards, and new identification cards along with a map and keys to the car that’s parked out back.”

      I take the envelope and pull out the contents.

      He isn’t fucking kidding.

      There are two brand new phones, one for me and one for Nikki, and two New Jersey state licenses, one has my picture and identification, the other has Nikki’s. However, our names were no longer Nikki and Michael. Nikki grabs the I.D. cards from my hand and stares at them.

      “James and Sara Trunzo?” She lifts her head and looks at her father. “We’re brother and sister?”

      Victor nods toward the envelope, insinuating that the answer to her question is inside. Tearing my gaze away from him, I turn the envelope over and shake the remaining contents into the palm of my hand. Two gold bands fall out.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake,” I growl.

      “You want us to pretend to be married?” she asks incredulously.

      “That’s a bit more believable than the whole brother sister angle don’t you agree?” Jimmy retorts.

      “Look, things can happen on the road and I want you both to be prepared. You might be stopped by the cops on the highway or followed by someone. The reality of the situation is that people from the other family will be looking for you. They are going to try to use you to get to me. For that reason alone I need you both to stick to the story. You are newlyweds driving down to Florida to visit your grandmother and share the happy news of your wedding with her,” Victor says.

      “So we’re going to Florida,” Nikki replies, pausing for a moment. “Are we really going to visit grandma?”

      “Yes, Aunt Gina is expecting you,” he says. “The car out back is all yours. You can stop along the way down to get yourself clothes and whatever else you might need. I don’t know how long it’ll be before this is all straightened out but hang tight.”

      I can barely keep my dick in my pants as it is, now I have to go on the run and pretend to be Nikki’s husband? I place the wedding bands along with the envelope that held the contents of our new fictional life on the coffee table and rise to my full height.

      “I need air,” I mumble.

      This is entirely too much for me to process.

      Stepping out of the cabin, I slam the door behind me.

      I can handle being on the run, it’s temporary. But being responsible for Nikki? Protecting the mobster’s daughter? That’s a hard one.
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Nikki

      My body flinches at the sound of the door slamming and I glance back at my father, taking in the exhaustion that wears on his features. He looks like he aged a decade in the last twenty-four hours.

      “Daddy, there’s something I need to tell you,” I whisper.

      Remorse claws at me as he rubs his eyes.

      “What is it, sweetheart?”

      “Before they shot up Temptations last night I went to the sound booth to see Rico. He was there with another guy and some girl…” I swallow, trying to find the courage to confess that this whole mess is my fault. That our lives are in a state of turmoil because I misjudged a man and let him into my life and the lives of the people I loved. “They were doing drugs.”

      He narrows his eyes and his jaw tenses.

      “They didn’t know I saw them and they continued to talk to one another. I heard Rico ask if everything was set to go down and then he told the girl to get out of there before whatever it was he was talking about went down.”

      My dad glances at Jimmy. Oddly enough neither of them look too surprised by my admission.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I don’t know what his part in any of this was or what his motive was…” I shake my head, my thoughts a jumbled mess.

      “I know you thought Rico was a good guy,” my father begins, taking a seat beside me. He brushes away the contents of the envelope and picks up the newspaper. “You seemed happy enough, so I ignored my gut feeling. I convinced myself I was just being an overprotective father but I should’ve known better. My experiences in life have trained me to see through a person’s exterior, to see past the facade that they want you to see and uncover the grit of who they truly are. I guess I turned my cheek because I didn’t want to lose you like I’ve lost Adrianna,” he admits. “I failed you because I was too much of a coward.”

      Shaking my head, I place my hand on his arm.

      “No, Daddy, it’s my fault. I should’ve seen through his charms and realized he was just like any other guy who has toyed with me to gain something from you.” I swallow. “It’s a vicious cycle that I can’t escape. The shitty thing is I really cared about him at one point. I really thought he was different. I guess the joke’s on me.”

      “Nikki…”

      My eyes find his, and I recognize the struggle in them. There’s something he’s not telling me.

      “What is it?” I ask, watching as he toys with the newspaper in his lap. “There is something you’re hiding from me. It’s written all over your face.” I chance a glance at Jimmy who remains silent, his eyes cast to the floor. “Dad?”

      Keeping his gaze fixated on the newspaper, he sighs. What was with that fucking paper? I snatch it from his hands and read the headline.

      

      
        
        “The Night The Music Died."

      

      

      

      Beneath the bold print is a photo of Temptations, the perimeter wrapped in yellow crime scene tape. There is also an inset picture of Rico in the right-hand corner. I divert my gaze to the fine print below his picture not believing my own eyes.

      

      
        
        “New York’s hottest disc jockey dead at 24. The young man well known for turning tables and mixing beats was discovered cutting drugs and peddling them in reputed mob boss Victor Pastore’s night club.”

      

      

      

      I drop the newspaper and look at my father, tears welling in my eyes.

      “Rico’s dead?” I choke.

      I shouldn’t care, I should hate him after what he did, but I felt none of that. I do care and so I let the tears fall, cursing myself as they do. I tell myself it is okay to cry, that’ it’s okay to grieve a man I called my boyfriend because I haven’t had a chance to process him as the enemy. He was just the guy who used to tell me he loved me. The guy I once thought I was going to spend my whole life with. I mourned the Rico I had known and loved. He may not have been real and it may have all been an act, but it was the only reality I had truly known.

      Until now.

      My father wraps his arms around me, bringing my head to his chest and caresses my hair as I continue to cry. I’ve always tried not to ever harp on the things my dad does for a living. It’s none of my business, but I can’t help but wonder if the man comforting me over the loss of Rico is the one who actually murdered him. The thought of Rico’s blood being on my own father’s hands appalls me. It isn’t rational, and I have to remind myself that Rico was a bad guy. That he was probably using me to get to my father. Still, that doesn’t mean I wanted him dead.

      I peel myself out of my dad’s arms and rise to my feet, wiping at my cheeks with the backs of my hands.

      “Did you, do it?” I whisper, knowing I’m disobeying a covert rule by asking my father to admit his sins.

      I stare at him, his face concealing any emotion or reaction to my question. Minutes pass and he continues to sit there like a fucking statue. It hits me then—he doesn’t have to respond verbally to my question, his body language is all the response I need.

      He killed him.

      Disgusted, I shake my head.

      It’s not learning what he’s capable of that breaks my heart, it’s the knowledge that he chose this life. That he made us all susceptible to his crimes. He doesn’t suffer, we do.

      My sister and I now have to drop our lives because our father couldn’t be a nine-to-five guy, he had to be a thug.

      “You really are a monster,” I sneer.

      He doesn’t respond—no surprise there. But I can’t stand to look at him another second. Escaping to the bedroom, I slam the door behind me, leaving my father to battle his conscience.

      That’s if he has one.
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      Leaning against Victor’s black Escalade, I lift my chin just as the door opens and Victor and Jimmy step outside. So much for peace and tranquility.

      They make their way toward me and I step away from the truck.

      “You should be getting a move on soon,” Victor says, shoving both his hands into his pockets. “Try not to make too many stops. The risk of you being found won’t be so bad once you are at Gina’s.” He tilts his chin toward the cabin. “And have patience with Nikki. She’s going to be difficult.”

      “Great,” I mutter. This is just too much for a guy like me. “Vic, I think you’re making a mistake,” I admit, taking a deep breath. I have been mulling it over while they were inside and concluded pretending to be Nikki’s husband—

      the man responsible for her well-being— well, it’s a horrible idea.

      Insane, really.

      “How so?” he questions.

      “I don’t know, you and your sidekick…” I start, pausing to jut my thumb at Jimmy. “… are making me and Nikki disappear for a while because there are a bunch of mad fucking men with guns out to get us. You are entrusting me to get Nikki down to Florida safe and sound and make sure that she stays safe. Am I right?”

      “Yes,” he says evenly.

      “That’s a big fucking responsibility, Vic! You’re putting her life in my hands!” I holler, my voice catching as he stares at me blankly. Doesn’t he understand I’m incapable of this shit, that I’m reckless and making me responsible for Nikki is a serious miscalculation on his behalf.

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit,” he retorts, reaching out to cup my shoulder. He brings his other hand to my cheek and continues. “You managed to get Nikki out of that club last night. You kept her safe. You did more for her than I did, so if there is a question of who is best fit to protect my daughter the answer is you.” He drops his hand from my shoulder and pokes my chest with his finger to emphasize his words. “I trust you to take care of her.”

      I want to believe him.

      I want to be the man Nikki needs.

      The corners of his mouth lift and he brings the hand touching my face to his side.

      “You remind me so much of your father.”

      I wish.

      “I’m nothing like my dad. He had much bigger balls than I do,” I reply.

      My father didn’t have a meltdown every time Victor gave him an order. He trusted his gut. His instincts. His ability to be an asset in the underworld.

      “He didn’t always,” Victor reveals, bringing my attention back to him.

      “Clock’s ticking, Vic,” Jimmy calls impatiently. Rounding the front of the SUV, he climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the engine.

      Victor holds up a finger, signaling for Jimmy to give him a minute before diverting is gaze back to me. “You and I are overdue for a talk,” he says thoughtfully. “When all this dies down there’s a lot I want to discuss with you. Things I want to explain.”

      I raise an eyebrow, wondering if what he’s referencing answers the questions I’ve asked myself for the last ten years.

      “Your father wasn’t always behind this life of ours. There was a time when we were first starting out that he was apprehensive over everything we did. I was thirsty for power and to own the streets of Brooklyn and because of my greediness, I didn’t always make the right choices and I never thought about the consequences. Your father was the opposite. He knew that we were taking on a dangerous lifestyle. He knew that every single move we made would follow us for the rest of our lives. I was wild and reckless and he was calculating and determined, and when you put us together we were a lethal alliance because of how well we balanced one another.”

      Crossing my arms against my chest, I hang on his every word.

      “I was a cowboy leaving a trail of destruction behind me that your father wound up cleaning up. He would warn me against half of my decisions and try to sway me to go another route. His way wasn’t wrong, it was just a patient way that could still be effective but would take longer. I didn’t have patience, so of course, I never listened to him. But eventually he applied his own patience to his part of the job. Yes, he took orders from me, but he didn’t execute the orders in any other fashion but his own. He did things his way, and I did things my way and together we ruled a very powerful organization.”

      “How do I remind you of him then because I’m not patient at all?”

      He laughs.

      “No you’re not, but you have the same fierce determination in your eyes as your dad did. Your father would try to talk sense into me just like you did with Nikki. Your father felt he wasn’t good enough to protect someone’s life when he was able to take one so easily.” He cocks his head to the side. “Val would take a life without hesitation, especially if it was to save someone he cared for.” He points to my chest. “That son, that right there is where you are your father’s son.” He smiles. “You don’t even realize it yet, but you will and when you do, you’ll remember we had this conversation. You will remember me telling you how passionate you are and you inherited that from your father.” Emotion clogs his throat, and he fights against it to continue.

      “I love my daughter with every fiber of my being and it’s killing me to know that she is in danger, that my enemies would use her to get to me. If I had my choice, I would pick your father to protect her. That is not an option but I am confident that you will do the job, maybe even better than your old man. After all, you are cut from the same cloth.”

      I look away from him and swallow against the lump in my throat.

      I want to hate Victor for many reasons, but hearing him talk about my father it’s evident he misses my old man. How could I hate him for that?

      “You really cared about him, huh?” I rasp.

      “He was my best friend.” He swallows. “My brother. I never asked him to take those bullets for me. I never made him believe that my life was worth any more than his,” he says hoarsely. “I hate that he died protecting me.”

      “So do I,” I admit, tears welling in my eyes. “I hate that he chose his loyalty to you over his love for his family.” I run my fingers through my hair, taking a deep breath. I may have misplaced my anger, putting the blame on Vic when in truth my father made his choice.

      “I needed my father, Vic, so did my mother, but his ties to you robbed us of him.” I pull in a deep breath. “I want so badly to tell you to go fuck yourself. I want to turn my back on you like you turned your back on me all those years ago. My father died for you and you just wrote me and my mother off—"

      He cuts me off.

      “I did nothing of the sort!” he argues, desperate to set the record straight once and for all. “How do you think I knew about Maryann’s accident, Michael? Did you even wonder or were you too intoxicated to care how we just showed up at your house that night?”

      I narrow my eyes. As intoxicated as I was the night of my mother’s accident, I distinctly remember wondering how they had gotten word of her condition.

      “Your mother picked up and left with you after I begged her to let me take care of the two of you. She wanted no part of me and I can’t say that I blamed her.” He takes a deep breath. “She was bitter and feared you would follow in your father’s footsteps if she kept you in Brooklyn. There’s a good chance she may have been right. When she moved with you to Pennsylvania, she made me promise not to contact you or her. She said I had already taken her husband away from her and that she would never let me take her son.” He shrugs his shoulders. “I couldn’t dispute facts. I was the reason she was a widow, so I respected her wishes. I stayed away even though I knew in my heart I was betraying your father. He would hate me knowing that I didn’t take you under my wing and become a father figure to you.”

      He goes silent for a minute, seeming to gather his thoughts.

      “I don’t know why I chose to honor Maryann’s wishes and not Val’s. Maybe it was guilt. Maybe deep down inside I knew that she was right, that I wasn’t good enough to be around you. I always kept a watchful eye on the two of you and when I found out about Maryann’s accident, I just couldn’t stay away.”

      Reeling from his confession, I try to make sense of my thoughts.  I have harbored so much resentment for this man thinking he gave up on me. It never crossed my mind that he was wracked with guilt over my father’s death or that my mother had asked him to stay away. I always assumed since he was still sending her the rent from our old house that they kept in touch. That it was me he wanted nothing to do with.

      I stare at Victor watching his eyes become glassy as he looks back at me. He’s not a bad guy. Sure, he’s done some pretty fucked up shit. I mean, he’s a criminal, but deep down the man has a heart. Victor Pastore is a man who has made many mistakes, a man who lives with regret. A tortured soul.

      “I never meant for any of this to touch you, Michael.”

      Jimmy honks the horn obnoxiously and Victor mutters a curse under his breath.

      “I have to get out of here before I compromise the two of you any more than I already have,” he says. I lift my gaze back to him and watch him thumb away a tear. Victor Pastore was crying, actually crying. “It was never my intention for you to be anything but a legit businessman.” He pauses. “I’m sorry, son.”

      The wounds from my father’s passing reopened and my mother’s death became the salt on those wounds. But it was Victor’s confession that completely obliterated anything that was left of me.

      “I’ll take care of Nikki,” I promise.

      “I know you will,” he rasps, pulling me into an embrace. Fighting back my own tears, I return the embrace. A moment later he pulls away.

      “I’ll be in touch,” he says, making his way to the passenger door. Opening it, he pauses and glances back at me. “I almost forgot.” He reaches into his suit pocket, producing a worn envelope.

      “What’s this?” I ask, taking it from him.

      “It’s a letter your father wrote me years ago when we were just soldiers,” he explains. Without another word, he climbs into the truck and closes the door. Rolling down the window, he looks at me one more time.

      “Don’t be a cowboy,” Victor warns.

      Then he’s gone.

      Once the truck is out of sight, I glance at the envelope. Shoving it in my pocket, I take a deep breath. My head pounds, but I push through and start for the cabin.

      Back inside, I realize Nikki is taking a shower. I gather our new I.D. cards, the credit cards, and the knot of cash that Victor left us and shove it into my suit jacket. I do a quick sweep around the cabin, making sure I have everything when I notice the newspaper. Reading the headline, my eyebrows shoot up to my hairline.

      Get the fuck out of here. The little shit is dead?

      My gaze cuts to the bathroom door and I quietly wonder how Nikki reacted to the news. I hated the idea of her grieving Rico, mainly because I felt he wasn’t worthy of her. But that doesn’t negate what she’s feeling. At one point she must’ve found something endearing about the guy. Something that made her fall for him. I’m man enough to accept that. To respect that she’s suffering a loss.

      “For fuck’s sake, Victor,” I hiss.

      Just when I start to feel sorry for the guy, he goes and whacks Nikki’s boyfriend.

      Mindlessly my eyes zero in on the wedding bands on top of the coffee table. Sighing, I set the newspaper on the coffee table and pick up the bands, dropping them in one hand and then the other. The shower shuts off and my hands close around the rings.
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Nikki

      Wrapping a towel around me, I hold it against my chest with one hand and use my other to wipe the steam from the mirror. I stare at my reflection and a frown appears. I look much older than a mere twenty-one years old. I guess that’s what happens when your whole world implodes in a matter of hours. A knock sounds on the door, then it opens and Mikey pokes his head inside the bathroom.

      “Hey…” he says, his eyes doing a quick sweep of me. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Yeah… I… I don’t know what the hell I am,” I reply honestly. Our eyes lock and I realize he looks just as lost as I feel.

      “Well, maybe I can help with that,” he murmurs. Reaching for my hand, he pulls me close. “You’re my Nikki.” He bends his knees, making himself eye level with me. “Hey…”

      The tender tone of his voice unravels me, and I force myself to look away. He tilts my chin, forcing my gaze back to him and I stare at him through my blurred vision.

      “I’m sorry about Rico,” he whispers, caressing my cheek. “Nikki, I know you’re hurting, and I know you're scared, but I promise I’m going to keep you safe.”

      Blinking, the tears fall from my eyes and he pulls my body against his. In his arms I let go, all the tears I’ve been holding back rain down my cheeks. Mikey kisses the top of my head and lets me weep.

      I cry for Rico.

      I cry for my father.

      I cry for my mother and my sister.

      Mikey slowly inches back, placing a soft kiss to my forehead. He reaches into his pocket and when he opens his palm, I spot the two gold bands from earlier. He shoves the larger band onto his left ring finger before taking my hand and gently sliding the other one onto my finger. Goodbye, Nikki.

      See ya later, Mikey.

      Hello Mr. and Mrs. Trunzo.
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      I had been driving for twelve hours. To say I was fucking exhausted would be the understatement of the year. We had made a pit stop at Target before we started our drive down to Florida, grabbing some clothes and necessities as Nikki liked to put it. Not really sure how important a home waxing kit was when you were on the run, but we got one anyway. We’d wax our enemies’ eyebrows off if it came down to it.

      I learned a few things about Nikki and myself as I drove. I did a mean impression of Bruno Mars. After hearing, “Uptown Funk” every fifteen minutes on the radio I had the words down pat. I even googled Yves St. Laurent because I figured I should know what the hell I was singing about. While I was conditioning myself for a Grammy, Nikki could barely hold a note. Luckily, the shrieking came to a stop after she discovered some game on her phone called Trivia Crack. She aced all the entertainment questions, and I had the answer for any sports related questions. However, we sucked at geography, science, and all that other shit no one cares about like politics. Another thing I learned was that I started to twitch if I consumed too much coffee, but Red Bull was my friend.

      I glance over at Nikki, her head rests against the window and her mouth is slightly agape as she snores. She sounds like a foghorn—a beautiful, noisy foghorn. A yawn escapes me, and I force my eyes to widen, foolishly hoping to clear my blurring vision. I can’t drive anymore. The caffeine isn’t working anymore and much as I don’t want to pull over, I really don’t want to crash either.

      I veer off the next exit and start searching for a hotel. About a mile out, I find a Motel Six. Pulling into the parking lot, I send a silent prayer up to the big guy in the sky, praying they have a vacancy. I just need a few hours to recharge my batteries, then we can be on the road again and with any luck, arrive in Florida before the sun rises.

      Leaning over the console, I open the glove box and retrieve my gun. I tuck it into my pants and pull my shirt down, concealing it. My gaze fixes on Nikki and I place my hand gently on her knee, giving her a squeeze.

      “Rise and shine, Princess,” I murmur, watching as she stirs slightly. Her eyes flutter open and focus on me. I must really have it bad because in that moment all I can think about is how it wouldn’t be so bad to open my eyes and her be the first thing I see every morning. All that tousled hair on the pillow next to mine. Her naturally pink lips pursed and ready for a kiss. My dick likes the idea too and immediately starts to react.

      “Where are we?” she questions as she stares out the window.

      “A motel. We’re just going to crash for a couple of hours and then we will hit the road again,” I reply, stretching my arms over my head. Every fucking part of my body hurts. I bring my eyes back to Nikki. “Are you ready?”

      “For what?”

      I wink at her and reach for the handle on my door.

      “To be my wife.”

      “You mean ‘James’ wife,” she corrects as she opens her own door.

      We both climb out of the car and turn around simultaneously, glancing at one another over the roof of the car. Smiling at her, I shrug my shoulders.

      “It’s all the same, isn’t it?” I round the car and take her hand, pulling her closer. “Look, all we’re doing is checking into this flea bag motel. The guy behind the desk is probably half-baked anyway. It shouldn’t be too hard to pretend we’re newlyweds.”

      Lacing her fingers with mine, she raises an eyebrow.

      “It shouldn’t?”

      I flash her an easy smile and release her hand. Popping open the trunk, I grab our Target bags and slam the trunk shut before taking her hand again.

      “Just stare at me like you find me irresistible, Princess. Shouldn’t be too much of a stretch for you.”

      Rolling her eyes, she laughs as I lead her to the main entrance of the motel.

      “You are so full of yourself,” Nikki says, releasing my hand. She takes the lead, walking ahead of me and my eyes dart to her ass. As exhausted as I am, I’d really like to give her something to make her full.

      A bell chimes over the door as we enter the motel, alerting the phantom receptionist of our arrival. Other than the sound of a television playing in the distance and the rusty ceiling fan, the place is deserted.

      Great.

      Nikki leans into me.

      “Mikey let’s get out of here. This place is giving me the creeps. I’ll drive and you can rest,” she pleads, her tone barely audible.

      If she wasn’t so heavy-footed, I might take her up on the offer but the last thing we need right now is to be pulled over for speeding.

      Spotting an alcove behind the desk, I lean over the counter and call out for someone to check us in.

      “Hello? Anyone work here?”

      “Nice to know we’re already acting like a married couple and you’re ignoring your wife,” Nikki hisses. I chuckle, but my humor fades when a big burly man waddles through the doorway.

      Maybe getting pulled over isn’t such a bad fate.

      “Can I help you?” he asks, shoving a handful of chips into his mouth.

      “We need a room for the night,” I reply, watching as the crumbs drop from his mouth onto his belly that hangs over his pants.

      Jesus.

      Tearing my eyes away from the slob, I pull Nikki into the crook of my arm. Playing into my act, she wraps her arms around my waist. The clerk licks his fingers before flipping through the guest book.

      “Let me see what we have available,” he grunts, thumbing another page.

      Pausing, he lifts his head and smiles at Nikki, brushing the crumbs away from his belly.

      “Aren’t you cute.”

      “Yeah, I’m a lucky guy,” I grind out, tightening my hold on Nikki.

      “I’ll say,” he agrees. “Too pretty for a place like this. A girl like her belongs at a Holiday Inn.”

      “Hey!” Nikki cries. I let my hand travel around her waist and give her ass a good squeeze—you know for show and all. Leaning into her, I nuzzle her neck.

      “I’m pretty sure he was attempting a compliment,” I whisper.

      I can get used to this James character I’m portraying.

      “It’s been a slow night. You kids are in luck. I have a standard room or a suite.” He wiggles his eyebrows, his eyes darting between Nikki and me. “Suite comes with cable TV.”

      I look over at my bride and raise my eyebrows playfully.

      “We’ll take the suite,” I reply, digging into my pocket for my fake credit card. I slide it across the counter and pull Nikki closer to my side.

      “Good choice,” the potbellied pig says, shoveling another handful of chips into his mouth. He swipes my card through the terminal and his eyes lock with mine. “Where you two headed?”

      “Just going to visit some family who couldn’t make our wedding,” I reply, placing a kiss to Nikki’s temple.

      He hands me back my card.

      “You two just got hitched? Congratulations.” He reaches behind the desk, pulls out a six-pack of beer, and slides it across the counter winking at us. “Consider it a wedding present.”

      I take the six-pack, hand it over to Nikki and sign for our room.

      “Thanks, buddy,” I say, taking the room key from him.

      Our room suite, whatever you want to call it, is on the second floor so we trek up the flight of iron stairs with our Target bags and our six-pack of beer in our hands. I kick open the door and my hand travels along the wall in search of the light switch. Finally finding it, I flick it on, and Nikki and I enter the room. Our eyes scan the space, pausing on the king size bed in the middle of the room.

      “Well, this is disgusting,” Nikki mumbles, dropping her bags onto the small table next to the door.

      “It’s only for a couple of hours,” I say, closing the door. She wanders into the bathroom and seconds later I hear the water run in the shower.

      “The water’s not brown. I suppose that’s a plus,” she calls.

      “Thank God for small favors,” I reply, kicking off my shoes. The truth is I don’t care if the water was green so long as the bed is decent. I peel the floral comforter from the mattress and throw it on the floor. The sheets don’t look too bad.

      Praise Jesus.

      “There’s a heart shaped tub!” she shouts.

      “Great,” I mumble. I can rest my head easy knowing there’s a heart-shaped tub we won’t be using.

      Pulling the gun from my waist, I lay it on the nightstand before I strip out of my clothes. My hands pause at the waistband of my boxers. I usually sleep naked but with Nikki and I sharing a bed, that’s probably a bad idea. My gaze shoots to the bathroom and I cup my dick. The idea of Nikki’s ass cuddled against it causes me to harden.

      I groan.

      It’s going to be a long fucking night.

      Deciding it’s best to keep a barrier of clothing between us, I climb into bed and pull the sheet to my waist. I close my eyes and will my dick to relax. If I don’t get laid soon, I’m going to explode.

      Literally.
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Nikki

      Dressed in a pair of boy shorts and a camisole we picked up at Target, I step out of the bathroom feeling a tad bit self-conscious. I’m not sure why, this is normally what I wear to bed. Then again, I don’t normally go to bed with Mikey.

      My eyes land on Mikey and I go still. Holy mother of God, is he naked?

      “What’re you doing?” I squeak.

      “Sleeping,” he mumbles, draping an arm over his face.

      My teeth sink into my lower lip as I continue to ogle him. There is no way I can get in bed with him like that. Making my way to the table I grab the bag of magazines and the remote.

      Aside from the broken chair next to the table there is no place for me to sit, so I climb onto the bed, making a point not to touch the sheet. I toss the magazines between me and Mikey and turn on the television.

      Flipping through the channels, I struggle to focus.

      A hard feat when there is a naked man a foot away from me.

      “Can you lower that?” Mikey groans.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, lowering the volume on the television. I peek at him, noticing how chiseled his abdomen is. The urge to trace every line tugs at me.

      Fuck it. “Mikey?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you naked under there?”

      His eyes remain closed, but a grin appears on his full lips.

      “Why don’t you come closer and find out?”

      Tempting.

      “I’m good thanks,” I reply, reaching for one of the magazines. I pretend to flip through it and Mikey laughs. There’s nothing funny about this situation.

      Not a damn thing.

      Turning to him, I roll the magazine and swat his chest.

      His laugh grows louder, and before I can take another swing, he snatches the magazine out of my hand.

      “What’s so funny?” I hiss, turning my body to face him. “So what if you’re naked underneath there, I don’t care.”

      “You sure about that, Princess?” he teases, his eyes opening and locking with mine.

      I squirm slighting, feeling the familiar pang of lust I get every time Mike stares at me with those hooded eyes of his. It’s like he’s eye-fucking me.

      “Go to bed, Mikey,” I whisper. It’s not so much a demand but rather a plea.

      “I am in bed,” he replies pointedly, a lazy smirk playing on his lips.

      “Well then, just fall asleep.” I stare at him expectantly, waiting for him to close his eyes again. When he doesn’t, I throw my hands up exasperatedly. “I thought you were tired.”

      “I am, but I can’t fall asleep if you keep talking.”

      “I’ll shut up. I’m going to go to bed anyway.”

      I have no idea how I’m going to fall asleep next to him, but I can fake it until he falls asleep. I take the magazines and stack them on the nightstand before turning off the lamp. The dim light of the television illuminates the room as I carefully lay down, making sure to keep my distance from Mikey.

      After a moment I roll onto my side, keeping my back to him.

      Things might not be so weird if we had a chance to talk about the whole phone sex debacle, but between fighting over Rico and dodging bullets we’ve been a little too occupied to touch on that topic. Now we’re secluded in a motel, playing house and it feels like there is giant elephant in the room.

      Tossing and turning, I fluff my pillow. I turn around and lay flat on my back, my gaze focusing on the popcorn ceiling. I wonder how my sister is handling being holed up with Anthony. At least she has Luca as a buffer, all I have is a ratty old sheet. Against my better judgment, I peel down the sheet and slip under the stiff cotton.

      “Nikki,” he murmurs. My name sounds like a sin on his tongue.

      “Yeah?” I rasp.

      “You’re keeping me awake with all your thinking,” he says. Rolling on his side, he inches closer. “Look at me,” he demands huskily.

      I try to decide if I detect restraint in his tone.

      Maybe frustration.

      Swallowing, I turn to him and try to find my voice.

      “Are you going to tell me a bedtime story?” His arm snakes around my waist and a gasp falls from my lips. I’m not sure if he pulls me closer or if my body moves on its own accord, but suddenly my chest is pressed against his.

      “Once upon a time there was a princess who wouldn’t fall the fuck to sleep and kept her king awake too—”

      I cut him off, a smile teasing my lips.

      “Wait, why are you the king and I’m just a princess?”

      He shifts slightly, spinning me so that my back meets his front. I settle into the new position, feeling his hardness press against my ass.

      Well, at least he’s wearing underwear.

      A blessing really since the thin cotton seems to be working overtime to control his erection.

      If I turn back to him, I’m going to give into my desires and slide my hand inside those briefs.

      “You get the answer to your question, Princess?” he murmurs against my shoulder, his lips grazing my skin.

      “Mikey…” I moan.

      “Ignore it,” he whispers, hooking a finger under the strap of my camisole. He tugs it down my shoulder and presses his lips against my bare skin. “Fucking thing’s been broken since I first laid eyes on you again.”

      Broken? Say it isn’t so!

      “Are you saying your cock is broken?” It seems to be functioning just fine.

      Mikey groans against my shoulder. “You sound so goddamn sexy when you talk like that. You make me want things I have no fucking business wanting.” He presses another kiss to my shoulder, his mouth trailing over to my neck. He pauses there, parting his lips. His tongue swipes at the delicate flesh before he sucks on the same spot, leaving his mark on me.

      “Yeah Princess, you broke my cock, it only works when I’m around you. Haven’t you noticed I have a hard on every time I’m near you?” He pauses to press another kiss to my neck. “I came home and my sweet little Nikki wasn’t so little anymore.” He moans against my skin. “Still so fucking sweet though.” Another kiss. “Sassy too.” A swipe of his tongue. “A bit of a bad ass, but all fucking woman.” A graze of his teeth. “A woman I can’t shake. A woman I want more than anything.” He sucks again and wetness pools between my legs. “I want to fuck you until I physically can’t and even then, I’ll continue to fuck you.” I moan. This is torture. Sweet, sweet torture. “With my mouth. My fingers. I’ll fuck you any way I can just so I can remain inside of you.”

      His mouth leaves my neck, but I can feel the pants of his breath against my skin.

      “The only reason I haven’t touched you yet is because I fear I’ll never stop. So, yeah, Princess, you broke my cock. You annihilated the poor thing. But go on and ignore it.”

      I can’t.

      There’s no willpower left.

      I turn slowly in his arms and our eyes lock. For whatever reason, he found his way back into my life and I don’t want to ignore this chance. Life is too short.

      “I don’t want to ignore it,” I rasp. With a steady hand, I cup his cock through the barrier of his underwear. “I want to fix what you say I broke.”
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      Nikki’s hand is wrapped around my cock and her eyes are begging me to fuck her. If this is a dream, I never want to wake up. She worries her lower lip between her lip, waiting on me to make a move. To take everything I’ve wanted for so long. Her palm presses against my dick and I block everything out. Our situation. The mob. Everything. The only thing that exists is Nikki and fuck me, I’m finally going to take what I crave.

      Gripping her hips, I lift her and flip us over. Bringing her down on top of me, I thrust my cock between her legs. Her mouth curves into a sexy smile.

      “That what you want?”

      She grinds against me.

      “What do you think?”

      The exhaustion I felt only moments ago flees me and I continue to rock her against my erection.

      “Lift your arms,” I growl.

      She responds to my command and I pull her camisole over her head, throwing it behind her. She drops her arms back to her sides, baring her beautiful tits to me for the first time. At a guess, I’d say she was a C-cup, maybe a D—they are fucking perfect. Her nipples too, all pink and erect, begging to be sucked.

      I cup her breasts in my hands, rolling my thumbs over her nipples. So fucking firm and real. A refreshing change for a man who has been indulging in women full of false pretenses.

      Leaning forward, I flick her nipples. She yelps and I grin before lowering my mouth to take one bud into my mouth. My tongue flattens against it before I nip at it and a soft cry escapes Nikki’s lips.

      Fuck yeah, baby, give me more of those cries.

      Easing the sting my teeth left behind, I lap at the nipple. Then I go back to sucking and tugging. It’s a perfect combination of pleasure and pain that has her grinding her sweet little pussy all over my cock.

      I like this side of her.

      Wild.

      Reckless.

      Passionate.

      Riding me like a fucking bronco.

      And so fucking primal.

      I move to her other breast, paying it the same attention as I did its pair. I don’t quit until her nipples are swollen and her tits are red from my scruff. My hands travel down her sides, snaking around to cup her ass. Giving each cheek a firm squeeze, I lift my head.

      What a fucking sight.

      Her lips are parted, her breath ragged as she continues to hump me. Something snaps in her eyes and she grabs my face, her mouth crashing over mine. My mouth opens and her tongue slides inside, exploring every crevice. I lift my hands, cupping her face and inch back, appreciating the view.

      “How’s that for a proper kiss?” she pants. Placing her hands on my chest, she continues to rock over me, only at a slower pace.

      If I wasn’t so consumed by my need for her, I might be inclined to laugh. Instead, I grip her hips and flip her over. Her back sinks into the mattress as I nudge her legs apart.

      “You want proper, Princess? Or you want your mouth fucked?” I ask, hooking my thumbs in the waistband of her shorts.  She opens her mouth to answer, but I claim it again. As much as I love kissing her, I need a taste of something else.

      Tearing my mouth away from hers, I pull her shorts down. Then I make quick work of removing her lace thong. A growl sounds from the back of my throat as I push her legs further apart and get a glimpse of her bare pussy.

      Ah, so that’s what the waxing kit was for.

      I slide down her body, positioning my head between her legs. Her pink lips glisten with need and her scent…

      Heaven. Fucking Heaven.

      Spreading her open with my fingers, I bury my face against her pussy. My tongue takes a lap, savoring the taste of her and my dick grows even harder.

      “Fuck yes, Mikey…” she cries, threading her fingers through my hair. She presses down on the back of my head, shoving my face tongue further insider her sweet cunt.

      After a couple of minutes, I pull my mouth away from her and slide two fingers inside her.

      She’s so wet that they move in and out with ease.

      Leaning back on my haunches, I watch in awe as her pussy grips my fingers. I add a third and press my thumb against her clit. Realizing she’s close to orgasming, I lift my gaze to her face.

      Shit.

      She is so fucking pretty. So goddamn gorgeous.

      I curl my fingers inside her and stroke her clit…once…twice…

      She arches her hips and when she comes, I know for certain she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      I keep pumping her, watching her ride out her orgasm, desperate to give her more. She fists the sheets and screams my name.

      Forget everything I ever said about that nickname.

      I want to hear her scream it every fucking day of my life. With my free hand, I reach into my boxers and wrap my hand around my cock, giving it a few pulls as I continue to work her pussy with my fingers. Her hips buck and a moment later she falls limp against the mattress, panting hard.

      Sliding my fingers out of her, I meet her gaze. She watches intently as I suck my fingers into my mouth.

      “You are fucking delicious.”

      She whimpers, sliding her hands over her tits. Desperate to feel her around me, I peel my boxers down my legs. Kicking them off, I climb off her and throw my legs over the bed.

      “What’re you doing?” she moans.

      Lifting my pants from the floor, I pull out a condom and turn back to her. Kneeling on the bed, she flips her hair behind her shoulders. Her tits gleam with a fresh sheen of sweat and her cheeks are red. Pursing her lips, she glances at the condom.

      “Oh, good.” She swallows and crawls toward me, snatching the foil packet from my fingers.

      With her eyes pinned to mine, she tears it open and reaches for my cock. I close my eyes as her fingers close around my shaft.

      God, that feels good. “Nikki, I’m not going to be able to take much more…” I growl, clenching my teeth.

      “Pity,” she teases, cocking her head to the side as she stares at me, her eyes full of mischief. “I was going to suck your cock.”

      “You wrap that pretty little mouth around my cock and I won’t get to fuck that pussy of yours,” I warn, threading my fingers through her hair. Holding her gaze, I continue.

      “Choose your pleasure, Princess. You want me to fuck your mouth with my cock? Or bury myself balls deep in your tight cunt?”

      As much as I wouldn’t mind a blow job, I would much rather prefer her clenching my cock.

      She answers the question by rolling the condom along my length. Once I’m completely sheathed, she peers at me from under the fringe of her long lashes.

      “I think you know what I want, Mikey,” she whispers.

      I give her a nod before pushing her down on the bed. She scoots to the center and spreads her legs wide. Crawling between them, I push the hair away from her face.

      I want a perfect view of her face when I enter her.

      Brushing a kiss to the tip of her nose, I wind her legs around my waist and push the crown of my cock between her lips. Her eyes flicker with need and I go deeper.

      Holy hell, she’s tight.

      Tight, wet, and so fucking hot.

      Inch by inch, I ease my way inside of her. When I’m balls deep, I drop my head to her shoulder and give her a minute to get used to feel of me.

      Nirvana.

      That’s what she is.

      Her fingertips travel along my spine down to my ass cheeks. Meeting her gaze, I slide out of her. This time when I charge back in, I’m not gentle. She arches her hips, meeting me thrust for thrust. We find a rhythm and soon the only sounds are our short pants and our bodies smacking together.

      Nearing my release, I pick up the pace. Her fingernails dig into my ass as I fuck her with everything I am. Arching her hips one final time, she cries out as her pussy constricts around me and she comes. Watching her triggers my own orgasm, and I continue to push into her.

      It’s manic.

      Raw.

      Animalistic.

      I groan into her neck as I let go and she clenches around me, holding me inside of her, milking every drop of come from me.

      I collapse over her and try to catch my breath. Realizing my weight is probably too much, I lift myself up and glance down at her.

      “You okay?” I pant.

      She nods but her eyes seem to question mine.

      Nikki wasn’t just any lay. She was… well, she was my Nikki.

      Brushing away the strands of hair stuck to her face, I take a good look at her.

      I could die a happy man if her face was the last thing I saw before I met my maker.

      That thought makes me realize Nikki isn’t just any lay. Hell, she is my everything.

      My Nikki.

      Leaning down, I kiss her softly. After a few moments, I pull back to find her smiling at me.

      “Think you’ll be able to fall asleep now, Princess?” I tease.

      “Like a baby.” She runs a finger along my jaw and inches up to kiss me again.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      Hell, this might be the first time in a long time I get a real night’s sleep.

      I lower my gaze to where we’re still joined, and she nudges me.

      “You might want to…”

      “Yeah,” I agree, even though I want to stay buried inside her forever.

      I pull out slowly and roll over. Carefully discarding the condom, I tie a knot at the end and toss it in the trashcan next to the bed.

      Classy place.

      My eyes drift to the table where the six-pack of beer sits. It’s probably piss warm, but my mouth is dry and I don’t know if I trust the water in this joint. I get out of bed and meander toward the table, pulling two cans from the plastic rings.

      I pop them open and turn back to Nikki. She sits up, tucking the sheet around her body.

      Taking a beer, she clinks her can against mine before tipping her head back and sipping. I take a long gulp too and climb back into bed. I set the beer on the nightstand. I lay back against the bed and peer at her from the corner of my eye, watching as she mindlessly stares at the T.V.

      “Hey,” I call, running my fingers along her bare arm.

      She turns abruptly but before I can ask her what’s wrong, she blurts, “Things aren’t going to be weird between us, right? I mean you’re not going to flake on me because we had sex. Because that would be a real dick move Mikey and I thought you were actively trying to refrain from channeling your inner dick.” She pokes her finger against my chest, emphasizing the words she says next. “In case you forgot we’re stuck with one another for God knows how long and we’re in a pretty dangerous situation, so we really don’t have any room for freak outs.”

      Deciding it’s probably not in my best interest to point out that she’s the one actually freaking out, I bite the inside of my cheek. Once I’m sure I have my laughter under control, I say, “Not freaking out.” She narrows her eyes skeptical. “I swear.”

      Besides, she can freak out for the both of us. I’m too tired.

      “Fine,” she relents.

      “Good. Now that that’s settled do you think we can get some sleep because if not, then I rather not talk about any impending freak outs. There are much better ways I can keep you awake.”

      That seems to calm her, and she slides further under the sheet.

      “Nikki?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You can come closer, I won’t bite, I’m too tired,” I murmur, closing my arms. She doesn’t respond, but a moment later, I feel her arms wrap around my waist. Her head gently falls on top of my chest and I smile as I drape my arm around her shoulder.

      I don’t think I’ve ever fallen asleep with a genuine smile on my face.

      Leave it to Nikki.
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      I bite back a smile as Mikey and I walk hand in hand across the parking lot. We finally crossed the state line into Florida and decided to take a break and get a bite to eat. We had another hour before we reached Aunt Gina’s house and I figure while we refuel, it’s best if I prepare Mikey for the visit. Aunt Gina and Nana…well, they’re colorful.

      Entering the diner, a waitress escorts us to a booth. As soon as we take our seats, Mikey lifts the menu and I take a moment to stare at him. Memories of last night, as well as the wee hours of this morning, come rushing back to me. I never gave the morning after much thought, but Mikey exceeded my expectations. In fact, I woke up this morning with his head between my legs. He was all for starting the day off right and I loved every minute.

      The waitress appears, jarring me from my thoughts and Mikey orders us each a cup of coffee. My stomach growls as I open the menu, but I don’t get to browse it as I feel Mikey’s eyes on me.

      “What?” I ask, peering at him over the top of the menu.

      “Nothing.”

      “Right.” I close the menu and set it on top of his, cocking my head to the side. “So you’re just staring at me for no reason?”

      “I’m staring at you because you’re easy on the eyes.” He winks at me. “Why? Does it make you uncomfortable?”

      “No,” I reply, smiling as I wave a finger at him. “But don’t get any ideas. I’m not into getting it on in the bathroom of a diner.”

      He leans over the table, eyes trained on mine and whispers, “That’s a shame Princess because spontaneous sex is the best kind.”

      “I didn’t say I was against spontaneous sex, just not into being propped against the door of a bathroom stall or bent over a sink while we wait for our burgers.”

      “You paint a pretty picture,” he says. His hand disappears under the table as his gaze drops to my lips. “Just picturing you bent over anything has me hard as a rock.”

      “Keep your dick in your pants, Mikey.”

      He groans and I hold back the urge to laugh. The waitress returns just then, placing our coffee on the table and takes our order. Once she’s out of earshot, he winks at me.

      “Fine. I’ll try to behave.”

      As soon as the food arrives, we attack our plates. Mikey is a bottomless pit, clearing his plate in minutes before starting to pick at mine. It is kind of cute and for the first time it didn’t feel like we were just friends sharing a meal. It felt like we were together.

      Popping another fry in his mouth, he leans back against the booth, his eyes scanning the diner.

      “This place reminds me of back home.”

      Brooklyn was full of diners, but our families frequented the Vegas diner because their breadbasket was off the charts and the beet salad wasn’t anything to sneeze about either.

      “You think so?” I ask, following his line of sight to the group gathered at the counter. “These people seem a lot friendlier than the ones that work at the Vegas Diner,” I comment. I mean our waitress smiled at us…there was no worry of her spitting in my coffee either.

      “I don’t mean Brooklyn,” he says, bringing his eyes back to me. “I mean in Pennsylvania.”

      “Oh.” Mikey hasn’t mentioned Pennsylvania much and he sure as hell never referred to it as home. “Do you miss it there?”

      Considering the question, he shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t think so. It’s not like I had much of a life there.” He pauses for a beat. “But I had my mother and I guess I associate home with her.”

      I nod. “That makes sense.” I glance at my plate. “Do you think when this is all over you’ll go back there?”

      “Back to PA?” he asks.

      Finding the courage to meet his gaze, I lift my head and nod.

      The thought of him leaving terrifies me.

      He shakes his head.

      “For what?”

      “You lived there for ten years, Mikey, I’m sure you had some sort of life. You had a job, friends and…well, I’m sure there were women you were close with too.”

      He studies me for a moment before fixing me with a look and leaning his elbows on the table.

      “The first few years we lived there I was mainly focused on sports. Even had an opportunity to go to college and play until I injured my knee.” He swipes a hand over his face and shakes his head. “Like everything else those dreams were squashed.”

      I wish I could’ve seen him on the field.

      I wish I could’ve been there when he got hurt too.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. I probably should end it there, but my curiosity to know everything about him gets the best of me. “So what did you do then?”

      “I dropped out of college and started taking on some odd jobs. A friend of mine worked with his father in construction and when they needed an extra hand on a job, they’d call me. They started calling more and more, eventually giving me steady work.” He shrugs his shoulders. “That’s what I’ve been doing the last few years.”

      “So you’re good with your hands,” I joke.

      That earns me a smile from him.

      “I don’t know, am I?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.” He pauses. “I’m good with my hands. I’ll build you your dream house one day, Princess.”

      His eyes shine with sincerity making me almost believe that one day he would.

      Pushing that thought aside, I push my fork around the plate.

      “Was there anyone special there that you miss?”

      “You mean a woman?” Lifting my gaze, I nod. “There were lots of women, Nikki,” he admis. His honesty surprises me and I swallow hard, trying to decide how I feel about that. “There were lots of superficial women who held no substance and not because they didn’t try but because I didn’t. I didn’t go looking for a woman that I could hold on to. I went looking for the type of woman that would have nothing to offer me, the type that wouldn’t want me for anything more than my dick. I steered clear of any woman that would want something substantial from me because I never wanted to feel anything.” He shrugs his shoulders.

      “After that shit happened with my knee I started to think I was destined to be a street guy like my old man but Pennsylvania isn’t like New York. There isn’t a wise guy on every corner looking to take you under their wing. I had nothing and I made it a point to avoid relationships. I didn’t deserve to be happy.”

      My heart aches at those words.

      “Why would you feel like that?”

      “Because it’s the truth.”

      Sighing, he diverts his gaze to the counter. “Everything I touch becomes tarnished in one way or another. I should’ve told your father that before he hired me for the club. Temptations never stood a chance with me as a manager. I’m damaged goods, Nikki. I’ve seen too much loss to believe that happy endings exist.”

      “You really feel that way?”

      “Yes. I am not the kind of guy for a girl like you. I’m full of imperfections and I had no business touching something as perfect as you but I’m a selfish bastard because I’m not sorry I did. See?” He points his thumbs toward himself. “Not a good guy. You deserve a hell of a lot better than me, but I’m not ready to give you up.”

      I don’t need perfect, I just need someone to care about the real me.

      “I’m not perfect,” I whisper.

      “Damn near close,” he murmurs.

      I decide not to press the issue, but my mind starts to race, picking apart everything he said. Did he take the job with my dad hoping he’d change his life, or did he take it because he felt he had nothing to lose? And what about me? What about last night?

      His phone rings interrupting my train of thought. He glances down at the screen, before lifting it for me to see. Whoever was calling showed up in Mikey’s new phone as “Don’t Answer”.

      He slides his finger across the screen to accept the call.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss. “But it says—"

      Winking at me, he taps the screen, putting the call on speakerphone. “Hello?”

      “Can’t you read, Dipshit?” Jimmy Gold barks through the phone.

      Mikey’s lip curls. I think it’s safe to say he’s not Jimmy’s biggest fan. “What do you want, Jimmy?”

      “Glad to see you take directions well,” he retorts.

      “Then why did you call me if you didn’t want me to answer?” Mikey argues as the waitress drops the check on our table.

      “I’m calling to see why the fuck you two aren’t at your destination yet. Vic’s ticked.”

      “We’re about an hour away. We just stopped off to get something to eat.” Mikey motions for me to get up and we slip out of the booth. Dropping some bills on the table, he places his hand on the small of my back and ushers me out of the diner as Jimmy continues to lecture him.

      “Well, enough funny business, now get your asses there. Vic’s having a stroke worrying about you guys.”

      “We’re fine,” Mikey tells him. Rolling my eyes, I take the phone from him.

      “Jimmy, how long are we going to have to stay under the radar?” I ask, hoping he’s got more intel than when they showed up at the cabin and ordered us to disappear.

      “I don’t know kid just hang tight. Your pops is working on it,” Jimmy replies. “Put the Dipshit back on the phone.”

      “I’m here, asshole,” Mikey calls as we climb into the car.

      “Don’t answer the phone unless it’s this number and do yourself a favor, when you get to where you’re going, stay out of sight. I’ll be in touch.” He ends the call and Mikey throws the phone into the cupholder between us.

      “I fucking hate that guy.”

      “I know you do.”

      Starting the car, he glances at me from the corner of his eye.

      “Does your Aunt have a pool?”

      “I think so. It’s one of those fifty and over complexes, I’m pretty sure it has a community pool. Why?”

      “More incentive to get your sweet ass to your Aunt’s. Did you happen to buy a bikini at Target?”

      “I did,” I confirm.

      So much for staying out of sight.
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Michael

      These old folk communities are a pain in the ass. You have to drive five miles an hour because every ten feet there’s a speed bump. Two fucking motorized scooters passed me since I pulled in.

      “How old is your Aunt again?” I ask, spying two old ladies in swimsuits. Their walkers are burning more rubber than the tires of this car.

      “Sixty-something,” Nikki replies. “Is that old man wearing a Speedo?”

      Peeling my eyes from the two ladies, I look to where she’s pointing and sure as shit there’s a man watering his lawn in a Speedo. He completes the ensemble with a pair of matching swim goggles. He’s got to be about a hundred years old and the two broads pushing the walkers don’t look much younger.

      There’s no way Aunt Gina is only sixty and voluntarily living in this geriatric paradise.

      “Stop the car!” I slam my foot on the brakes and look out the window to the house Nikki is pointing to. It looks deserted.

      “Are you sure? Let me see that,” I say, taking the piece of paper with the street address on it.

      Yep, this is it.

      “Satisfied?” Nikki asks, snatching the paper back from me.

      “What the fuck are we supposed to do now? They’re clearly not home,” I say, killing the engine.

      “How do you know they’re not home? Maybe they’re just sleeping.”

      “At eight o’clock?” I ask incredulously.

      “Have you looked around?” Nikki counters, reaching to open her door. “It seems like the hip thing to do around here. That and watering your flowers in explicit swimwear.”

      I’m not sure what was going through Victor’s mind when he thought hiding us away here at Shady Pines was a good idea. Although, I suppose it’s kind of perfect. I can’t picture a fleet of gangsters rolling through here.

      We make our way up the walkway and Nikki rings the doorbell.

      “If they don’t answer then maybe we’ll call Jimmy and ask him what to do.”

      “Fuck that,” I reply, stepping around her to ring the bell again. “The less I talk to that imbecile the better.”

      I glance up at the house.

      Please be home.

      Desperate, I try the doorknob and to my surprise, it turns.  For a mobster’s sister, Aunt Gina isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. I make a mental note to bring that up to her. With the gangsters chasing our tail it might be a good idea for her to learn how to lock the fucking door. I push open the door and Nikki wraps her arms around my waist. Together we cross the threshold, coming to a quick halt.

      “HANDS IN THE AIR OR SO HELP ME GOD I’LL SHOOT YOU!”

      The lights flicker on and my eyes focus on the four-foot eleven woman wielding a shotgun at me.

      What the fuck?

      “Nana! It’s me, Nikki.”

      That doesn’t seem to ring any bells for the old lady because pushes the barrel of her gun into my hip.

      “Ma, put the gun down.”

      I glance over Nana’s shoulder and spot Aunt Gina. “It’s Nikki and her boyfriend.”

      Nana’s eyes cut to Nikki.

      “Nicole?” Then she turns her head and glares at me some more. “And who the hell is this?”

      “Nana, it’s me, Michael. You remember me, don’t you? Val’s kid? I used to rob cigarettes for you back in the day?” I force a smile, hoping something I just said triggers her memory. Then, very nonchalantly, I wrap my fingers are the barrel of the gun, lowering it ever so slightly.

      “For crying out loud give me the damn gun, Ma,” Aunt Gina hisses. She’s much quicker than me, snatching the gun in mere seconds and propping it against the wall.

      “Why is she carrying around a shotgun?” Nikki questions, closing the door behind her.

      Great now we were trapped here in crazy town.

      “Your father called and said we were under attack so she’s been sleeping with it under her bed every night since,” Gina explains, looking back and forth between Nikki and me. “I don’t want you two to fret about anything. I’ve beefed up security and alerted some of my neighbors. Everyone is on watch.”

      The neighbors…that’s almost comical.

      “That’s really sweet of you, Aunt Gina, but I think we are just trying to keep a low profile until the dust settles back home, maybe you and Nana can take it down a notch.”

      Or seven. These broads were like Sophia Petrillo and Dorothy Zbornack meets Janice and Liv Soprano.

      “Sons of bitches shoot up my son’s place of business and think they’re going to get away with it. Bring them over here, I’ll shoot the bastards. I’m ninety-three. If they throw me in the slammer it won’t be a big deal. I don’t have much longer anyway, and it’ll be a fine way to go,” Nana says, reaching for the gun again.

      “No, no, no! Nana, stop,” Nikki cries. Stepping out from behind me, she stands between her grandmother and the shotgun Aunt Gina placed against the wall. She looks toward me, for I don’t know what, guidance maybe? I shrug my shoulders, I’m tapped out on with crazy, and these two are straight up loons. Nikki narrows her eyes on me and I roll my eyes.

      Fine, I’ll handle the Golden Girls.

      “Okay, let’s just calm down here.” I smile at Nana before looping my arm through hers. “You’re right, Nana, they’re sons of bitches. We should bring them down here for you to take them out because you’d probably do a better job than that schmuck Jimmy anyway.” That much isn’t a lie, the old lady definitely has the chops to get the job done. I lead her to the couch and sit down with her. “But your son is doing the best he can, and we have to have faith that he’s going to get the job done.”

      Nana turns her head, sizing me up. She is an intimidating little gnome. “I remember you. You were the scrawny kid with all that gel in his hair.” She glances over her shoulder then leans close, summoning me with a finger. “I’ll slip you a five if you get me a cigarette.”

      And there it is.

      I grin at her.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I promise. Slapping my palms to my knees, I stand up and make my way back to Nikki who is chatting it up with her aunt.

      “Excuse us one second,” I interrupt, taking Nikki’s hand and pulling her toward the door. “Where are your cigarettes?”

      “C’mon, Mikey they’re not that bad that you need to start smoking.”

      “It’s not for me,” I explain, tipping my chin over her shoulder at the batshit crazy grandma sitting on the couch waving a five-dollar bill. “I don’t really want to piss her off so if you don’t mind sharing maybe we can make it through the night without her wielding her shotgun in our faces again, yeah?” I run my fingers through my hair. I need a drink or maybe six.

      Nikki glances at Gina, who eyes us curiously and smiles. “We’re just going to get our stuff out of the car.” Taking my hand, she pulls me outside of the nuthouse.

      As soon as she shuts the door, I turn to her. We need to get the hell out of there. The ratty motel we stayed in suddenly looks like a stellar alternative than staying here. It’s all becoming clear why Victor shipped them off to live two thousand miles away. The old lady is a liability.

      Nikki presses her hands to my chest, pushing me against the brick front of the house as her mouth crashes over mine. Her lips softly work mine, forcing me to open my mouth and invite her in for more. Her familiar taste clogs my senses, reminding me it’s been hours since I have touched her. I grab her face taking charge of what she started and spin us around, backing her up against the wall. I ravage her mouth, my hands traveling down her sides. Gripping her hips, I pull her closer, grinding my pelvis against hers.

      Every thought completely slips my mind as I try to figure how to have my way with her.

      She pulls away, taking my face in her hands, and her swollen lips curve into a smile.

      “How do you do that?” I marvel. For a long time, I looked for something to take the edge off—sex, alcohol, violence—whatever poison I felt suited me at the time. I never imagined there was someone out there who could calm me. It’s not so much the kissing that brings me back down, it’s her presence. It’s bizarre but having her is just the balance I think I need.

      “How do you manage to give me exactly what I need even when I don’t know I need it?” She studies me for a moment.

      “It just seemed like you needed a breather.” She clears her throat. “I know they’re a lot to handle and I also know you didn’t sign up to be my bodyguard or whatever it—”

      I cut her off.

      “Stop,” I demand, taking her hands in mine as I bend my knees to be level with her eyes. “I may not have signed up to be anything other than Vic’s nightclub manager, but even if he never asked me to bring you here, I would’ve come. I want to be the one to protect you from this shit, Nikki. It scares the fuck out of me because a part of me knows that I’m not really your best option, but the other part is determined to do whatever it takes to keep you safe.” I point a finger toward the threshold of hell. “Even if it means hiding out with Janice Soprano and Sophia Petrillo.”

      Sighing, she leans her forehead against mine. “You should come with a warning label, Mikey, because I’m pretty sure you’re going to do all sorts of damage to my heart,” she whispers.

      I don’t know what to say to that because Nikki’s words split me in half. The logical half warns me that I should shut this shit down before I hurt her. After all, I’m not looking for a girlfriend and when her aunt introduced me to Nana as Nikki’s boyfriend, I nearly had a stroke. But the other half likes the sound of it. It’s not a question about being capable of love—I could totally fall in love with her and when I love, I love big. It’s keeping her that’s the problem. It’s knowing anyone on the receiving end of my love winds up being torn from me in a vicious matter. It’s a fate I accepted long ago.

      But life before Nikki is becoming a distant memory.

      The pain I harbor in my heart is fading.

      Nikki should’ve come with a warning label too because if a man isn’t careful, he might forget his destiny.
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      It took us a few hours to settle into Aunt Gina’s house, but once we convinced Nana we’d call her if we needed her to shoot the bad guys, it was all smooth sailing. I forgot how crazy they could be. Aunt Gina was a bit more subdued than Nana. was Apparently, my dear aunt has a one track mind and is only interested in getting laid—

      something I didn’t want to discuss anymore. Not ever. Nana was a handful, though. She cursed like a truck driver and I had a sneaky suspicion that she was packing more than just a shotgun. She was a sly little old lady, that Mikey kept feeding cigarettes so he wouldn’t have to deal with her. He was raking in the dough too. She’d slip him a five dollar bill each time he palmed her another stogie. I was out a pack of cigarettes, but Nana was quiet, and Mikey didn’t look so out of sorts anymore.

      Aunt Gina showed us to our rooms. My room was down the hall from Mikey’s and he was right next to Aunt Gina’s. I think she has the hots for Mikey. I caught her checking him out a few times, batting her false eyelashes and puckering her collagen lips. I’m not sure if Mikey noticed or not, the poor guy looked like he wanted to sleep for a month.

      He also looked pained that we wouldn’t be sharing a bed, but I planned to change that.

      Opening my door, I poke my head into the hallway and scope out the area. The house is dark, but after the shotgun incident, I don’t think that means much around here. Deciding the coast is clear, I quietly tiptoe down the hallway, careful not to let the floorboards creak underneath my feet as I make my way to Mikey’s room. I slowly turn the doorknob and slip inside the darkened room, finding Mikey laying on his stomach in the center of the bed. A sheet rides low on his body, revealing his bare ass and he seems to be in a deep sleep. I close the door, quickly stripping out of my clothes. Crossing the room, I press a knee to the top of the mattress. There is no room for me.

      I guess I’m going to have to wake him.

      A smile ticks the corners of my mouth as I lean over him. Pressing my breasts against his back, I bury my face in the side of his neck and run my lips down his skin.

      “Dear Lord, please be Nikki and not Aunt Gina,” he groans into the pillow.

      I laugh against his skin throwing one leg over the side of him so that I’m straddling him.

      “So you noticed she has a bit of a crush on you,” I tease, my fingers traveling the length of his back. I want to kiss every inch of him, but first I need him on his back. Slapping his ass playfully, I lift my hips. “Flip over.”

      Mikey rolls onto his back, his groggy eyes widening slightly as his gaze travels the length of my naked body. His heated stare ignites a fire inside of me, one that only burns when he’s around.

      “She tried tucking me into bed wearing a nightie and made it her business to flash me a little boob.” His hands reach up to cup my breasts, tweaking my turgid nipples between his fingers. “Poor lady should know I only have eyes for these tits.”

      He leans forward, taking one of my nipples between his teeth, nipping at my delicate flesh before soothing it with his flat tongue. His open mouth travels to my other breast where he inflicts the same sweet torture. He doesn’t quit until my breasts are heavy with need and my nipples are hard as rocks. His erection comes to life and I rub myself against it, the friction is almost too much. I want to beg him to fuck me, but this is my seduction. My game, my rules. I’m not about to let Mikey take charge when I crave control.

      I reach for his arms and pin them over his head.

      “You taking charge, Princess?” he questions, arching his hips so that his cock presses against my pussy.

      “What if I am? Think you can handle it?” I taunt seductively.  I lean down and pull his lower lip between my teeth. His hands struggle to break free, but I push them further into the mattress, biting his lip a little bit harder.

      “Fuck, Nikki.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking too,” I whisper. I slip my tongue inside his mouth to taste him. I love kissing him because he treats the act as if it was a craft, making me forget any other kiss.

      “If I let go of your hands, will you promise to behave?” I ask in between kisses.

      “No,” he grunts.

      “You’re not playing by the rules, Mikey.”

      “I’m playing by my rules and my rules require my hands all over you,” he argues, trying to break free from my hold.

      “We’re not playing by your rules, we’re playing by mine. Now hands off while I suck your cock.”

      I wink at him, pressing a quick kiss against his lips. Releasing his wrists, I watch his fingers wrap around the iron headboard. A satisfied smile flashes across my mouth and I begin to crawl down his body, leaving a trail of wet kisses along his tanned chest. Reaching his cock, I wrap my hand around the shaft and guide the head to my mouth, flicking my tongue to taste the bead of come at the tip.

      Oh, you’re going to come baby just not yet.

      My eyes meet his as I take him deeper, his fingers clenching around the headboard. His hips lift as he thrusts deeper inside of my mouth. The tip of his cock hits the back of my throat, causing me to gag. He does it again… and again until I slowly release him and begin to pump him with my hand.

      He groans, his eyes rolling behind his head as I position his cock at my pussy, rubbing the crown between my folds. Suddenly my quest for control seems to vanish, my only concern getting him inside of me.

      He must sense that because he releases the headboard and brings his hand between my legs. I let go of his cock and allow his fingers to probe me.

      It’s not enough, though.

      “You’re so fucking wet for me,” he pants, pumping his fingers in and out of my pussy.

      I start to ride his hand, wishing he’d stop teasing me and give me what I crave most. His mouth moves to my tit, taking my nipple into his mouth. “You need to get up for a minute. I need to get a condom.”

      “I’m on the pill,” I reveal, my body clenching around his fingers. His mouth stills at my breast and his fingers go idle inside of me. “What? What is it?” I hiss, desperate for him to continue.

      “You want me to fuck you with nothing between us?”

      The look in his eyes feral.

      Lifting myself off his fingers, I slide my hands down my body and meet his gaze.

      “Yes. I’m clean.”

      “I am too.” He swallows hard. “Christ Nikki… you know what you’re doing to me?”

      “Yes, I do,” I reply, reaching for his dick again. “I’m fucking you.” Guiding it to my entrance, I lower myself on top of him, taking every glorious inch in one shot.

      He blows out a ragged breath, then he grabs my hips and moves me up and down his cock.

      “Yeah, you are,” he grinds out. “In more ways than one…”

      I’m not sure what that means but I really don’t care either. I’m too consumed by the feel of him.
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Michael

      Every limb in my body aches, but the pain was worth it. Hell, I’d suffer every day of my life if it meant having mind-blowing sex with Nikki every night.

      At first, I thought I was dreaming, but Nikki sneaking into my room and riding me to a state of oblivion was very much real.

      She gave me two of the most intense orgasms of my life, partially because I fucked her raw. When I came, I came inside her—no fucking barrier—and that made me fucking nuts. I meant it when I said she was fucking me in more ways than one. The literal sense of it and the fact that she was chipping away at my resolve making me believe that this thing between us is meant to be. I’m starting to believe that I can be enough for her, that I can make her happy and dare I say, maybe even deserve her.

      Shaking that thought from my head, I force myself out of bed and pull on a pair of basketball shorts. I make my way downstairs in search of something to ease my headache. But I stop in my tracks when I catch a glimpse of Aunt Gina flipping pancakes. The cooking isn’t what makes me pause, it’s the black lace teddy and her tits that hang to her belly button that does the trick. Ducking out of sight, I hide in the bathroom.

      Dear God, please make it stop.

      I don’t know if dressing in lingerie is the norm around here, but I really don’t want to stick around to find out either. If Nana starts parading around in a garter belt I’m done.

      I rather take my chances with the mobsters.

      Pulling myself together, I open the medicine cabinet. I remove the Polident denture glue and the six tubes of Preparation H from the shelf. Oh, look, Dulcolax stool softener! If this isn’t geriatric hell, I don’t know what is. Finally, I spy a bottle of Motrin. Popping the top off, I shake a bunch of orange pills into my mouth, then I turn on the faucet and dip my head under the water to wash them down.

      I make a mental note to call Jimmy today. He needs to move quicker. I don’t know how much more I can take of Aunt Gina.

      Pulling myself together, I exit the bathroom and make my way to the living room. Again, I go completely still but this time it’s Nikki that makes me immobile. Wearing a pair of short shorts and a skimpy little bikini top, she holds a gun in her hands. A gun that she’s got aimed at me.

      “And just like that you pull the trigger and kill those dirtbags,” Nana instructs Nikki.

      “What the hell are you two doing?” I ask, my eyes drifting between the two Pastore women.

      “Nana’s teaching me how to fire a gun,” Nikki explains, smiling at me as she lowers the gun.

      I don’t know if that’s a good thing.

      Suddenly, Aunt Gina appears beside me, holding a platter of flapjacks in one hand and a wooden spoon in the other. She fixes me with a hungry stare and puckers her lips.

      “Breakfast is served, sweet cakes.”

      I think I’m going to be sick.
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      A week passed without any word from Victor or Jimmy. I tried calling the only number programed into the burner phone, but every call was forwarded to voicemail. I did my best to make light of the fact that there was no communication for Nikki’s sake. I accepted Aunt Gina and Nana were complete whack jobs and just went with the flow. I didn’t even blink an eye when I walked down the stairs this morning and found Nana cleaning a pistol.

      Aunt Gina had eased up on her passes at me but it was evident the woman needed to get some dick and Nikki took her on as a little pet project, assuring her aunt with a little help from her she’d soon nail any guy she wanted—except me. I was all Nikki’s.

      I liked the idea of her claiming me, but in the back of my mind I wondered if my nights of having her naked in my bed were numbered. Would things continue when we were done with our time at Senior Citizen Land?

      I decided not to dwell on it.

      To live in the moment.

      The day after Nikki staked her claim, Aunt Gina introduced us to her posse. A group of men and women in their late sixties-early seventies who knew our situation and assured us they had our backs. I was weary, I didn’t like anyone knowing the truth about us. The more people who knew, the greater the chance of us being compromised, but Aunt Gina had juice here.  This retirement community is like her compound, they obeyed her every command.

      That being said, aside from hanging out with Gina’s posse, there is nothing to do here. What’s that saying? If you can’t beat them join them? Well, that’s the mantra I started to take on a couple of days ago when Burt and Chuck asked me to play a game of bocce with them. Back in the day, when Nikki and I were kids, our families would take us upstate to Villa Roma. This place kind of reminds me of that. Anyway, there wasn’t much to do there either and I became the king of the bocce court then too. This time around, though, I made the game a little bit more interesting, and this morning I suggested we start putting money on the game.

      A little gambling never hurt anyone.

      Waiting my turn, I glance across the court, my eyes immediately finding Nikki by the pool. She’s wearing that damn bikini of hers that drives me insane, her hair is piled high on top of her head in a messy bun and she has on these oversized sunglasses that remind me of Jackie O. She isn’t wearing a stitch of makeup except for the red gloss that make her lips look even more enticing. A smile spreads across her face as she lifts one arm over her head and stretches. When I took on Bocce, she busied herself by giving exercise lessons by the pool. It’s pretty amusing watching the elderly women try to mimic Nikki’s moves. To say my girl was flexible would be an understatement. She can twist herself like a pretzel, but I doubt these ladies can manage a jumping jack. But Nikki is patient, and kind.

      Proving my point, she swims up behind one of the ladies and helps her stretch her arm over her head.

      “That girl of yours is a real gem. She reminds me of my late wife Vicky,” Burt says, jarring me slightly. He pats me on the back. “They don’t make them like that any more kid.”

      I consider his words, watching as Nikki slowly makes her way up the ladder. Her ass eats up the skimpy bikini bottom as she bends to raise the volume on Aunt Gina’s boom box, a vintage gem from the eighties. Megan Trainor’s voice flows through the speakers singing “All About That Bass” and Aunt Gina and her girls get buck wild in the pool. Nikki’s eyes find mine, and she winks at me.

      “Gina tells us that this is all a big show you two are putting on so that no one finds you two hiding out here,” Chuck says, chiming into the conversation. “You know what I say? That’s bullshit.”

      I raise an eyebrow, diverting my attention to the old man who is wearing a sun hat and has a big glob of sunscreen on his nose. The poor guy looks ridiculous. But he’s not alone. Burt is wearing a one-piece bathing suit, a style favored by men in the forties. Chuck may have a—

      Nikki and I stick out like a bunch of sore thumbs in this place.

      “Yeah, I see your point,” I reply, flopping down onto a lounge chair. “We don’t really fit in too well.”

      “Boy is dumb as dirt,” Burt mutters as he pops open a bottle of Budweiser and shoves it into my hand. I prefer Corona but beggars can’t be choosey. I take a long sip of the ale, ignoring his attack on my intelligence.

      “We’re not talking about whether you fit in with our crew,” Chuck explains, as he sits down beside me.

      They have a crew?

      “You two just pretending to be together or are you really together? Gina couldn’t give us a straight answer. That woman’s head is in the sand since you showed up looking all buff.”

      Ignoring the first question, I tip my beer in Gina’s direction.

      “Yeah, what’s the deal with that? She’s one of the better looking broads here, none of you want to tap that?”

      “We’re all tapped out, kid,” Burt confesses as he looks down at his crotch. “If you get my drift.”

      My eyes widen at his implication. “You mean it doesn’t work anymore?”

      God, that’s horrible.

      And fucking terrifying too.

      I take another gulp of beer.

      “How old are you?” I croak.

      “Seventy-two, but a young seventy-two,” Burt defends. “It works once in a while.” He sighs and looks back at Gina. “But that one there, she’s a spring chicken. I don’t have the stamina to keep up with her.”

      I can’t believe I’m having this fucking conversation. Sure, I joke around that Nikki broke my dick, but the idea of it actually not working scares the shit out of me. If what Burt says is true, I only have forty something years left!

      “He’s just a pussy,” Chuck says. I’m sorry but that’s my breaking point. I spit my beer all over them. “I told him I’d give him some of my little blue pills.”

      “Viagra?” I ask, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

      “That shit works wonders.” He points to the pool where the ladies are. “Look at that smile on my gal’s face. I put that smile there last night, and it hasn’t left yet.” He wiggles his bushy gray eyebrows as he waves at the woman blowing a kiss to him.

      Christ, is this what Nikki and I have to look forward to?

      “Burt, are you really into Gina?” I ask.  Gina whispers something to Nikki and they turn their focus on Burt.

      “Of course, I am. Look at her,” he replies wistfully. I have looked at her. Hell, I’ve seen more of her than I care to remember, but that’s beside the point.

      “So, take Chuck here up on his offer and take her out.” I tip my chin in Gina’s direction. “A woman like that isn’t going to stick around forever,” I say, laying it on thick. If I can help the old guy get a little action, why not? Consider it a public service.

      “You’re one to talk playing house with a dame like that,” Chuck retorts.

      “It’s complicated. You guys know our situation.”

      “Yeah, we do and if there were a bunch of dickheads looking to put a bullet in me, I’d make sure I did what the hell made me happy before they got to me,” Burt says, giving my shoulder a nudge. “I’m going to take your advice, kid, but you should do the same.”

      He walks around to the old Victrola that sits on folding table and changes the vinyl record. Elvis Presley’s smooth voice fills the air and Burt closes his eyes as he lets himself feel the music. Placing a hand over his heart, he starts to sway and sing along to “It’s Now or Never.”

      Joining in on the fun, Chuck grabs my beer, using the neck of the bottle as a microphone. The two old farts continue to serenade me as I reach for another beer. Bringing the bottle to my lips, I glance at Nikki.

      Maybe Chuck and Burt are right.

      Life is too short, we have to seize the moment.

      I think I may have had too much sun because that’s exactly what I want to do. I want to take the leap of faith and tell Nikki that even when this circus is over, I want her in my life.

      My phone rings beside me and I glance at the screen.  “Don’t Answer” is calling again. Excusing myself, I swipe my finger across the screen and answer the call.

      “Jimmy,” I grunt.

      “Dipshit, can you try to refrain from using names?” he hisses.

      “Sorry. What the fuck is going on? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you guys for a week. You just left us here for dead,” I growl, running my fingers roughly through my hair.

      “Now hold on just a minute. No one left you for dead, that’s a bit dramatic even for an amateur like yourself. “

      “Really?!” I shout. “You try staying here with the ninety-three-year-old female version of Al Capone! And don’t get me started on Vic’s sister. The lady looks at me as if I’m a steak and she’s starving.” I pause. “Are you fucking laughing?”

      “Listen, don’t worry, it shouldn’t be much longer. We’re working on something that could get you guys home as early as tomorrow.”

      “Seriously?” That shocks me. “This whole thing could be over as soon as tomorrow?”

      I should be fucking elated, but strangely enough all I feel is disappointment.

      “If everything goes according to plan.” He pauses. “I’ve got to go. Hang in there.” Then he disconnects the call. I stare at the phone for a moment, processing the fact Nikki and I will soon be heading back to reality and decide I’m going to make the most of our last night together.

      I walk back to the bocce court.

      “Chuck, get your stash of pills my man. Burt you’ve got yourself a date tonight.”

      Life is way too short.
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Nikki

      I finish applying the mascara to Aunt Gina’s eyelashes and spin her around so can get a good look at herself in the mirror.

      After Mikey revealed he spent the afternoon playing matchmaker, I gave my aunt a haircut and styled it just so. Tonight is her first date with Burt, and she wants to leave an everlasting impression on the man. On top of the new hair-do, we raided her closet, selecting the least tacky thing—a leopard dress.

      “Wow!” Aunt Gina exclaims. “I look like a classy Peg Bundy.” She turns back to me, taking my face in her hands and kisses each cheek. “My niece is a miracle worker.”

      “You look beautiful, Aunt Gina.” I smile at her. “Burt’s one hell of a lucky guy.”

      “You really think so?” she questions.

      I wink at her.

      “I know so,” I say, taking her hand. “Let’s go, he’s been waiting for at least twenty minutes.”

      Taking her purse off the bed, I hand it to her, and we exit the bedroom. I lead her down the stairs to where Mikey and Burt are taking shots in the living room.

      “I’ll have her home at a decent time,” Burt says, clinking his glass against Mikey’s.

      “Let’s hope not,” Mikey teases. “To Chuck’s miracle pills, may they do the trick.”

      Mikey told me all about his little conversation with Burt and Chuck earlier, no need to rehash the Viagra tale.

      I clear my throat and they turn to greet us.

      “Holy smokes,” Burt says, handing Mikey his shot glass. “Gina, you look great.”

      “Thanks, Burt. You don’t look so bad yourself.” She makes her way toward him and gives his cheek a peck.

      It should be noted that Burt is wearing plaid golf pants and a bright green polo shirt. Not really GQ status, but it’s cute in a Ralph Cramden sort of way. My gaze cuts to Mikey who is smiling like a proud dad.

      “Ma, you behave for Nicole and Michael. No funny business.”

      Did I mention we are in charge of Nana?

      Nana rolls her eyes. “Go on and have a good time, us kids will be just fine.”

      “Enjoy yourselves,” Mikey adds. “We’ll all be fine.” He turns his gaze to me and winks. After several goodbyes, we’re handed a list of all Nana’s medications and the happy couple leaves. Nana stands and slings her straw bag over her shoulder.

      “All right kids, I’ll see you later,” she says. My gaze snaps to Mikey as she pulls a pistol from behind the couch cushions and slips it into her pocketbook.

      “Where so you think you’re going?” I shriek. “And why the hell do you need a gun?”

      “Bingo night at the Rec Center. Don’t wait up. Things tend to get wild and crazy, especially if we have after hours.” I look to Mikey again, hoping he intervenes but he simply shrugs his shoulders.

      “Win big, Nana.”

      “Thanks, kid,” she says, patting his cheek. I guess the days of her trying to shoot him are long behind us.

      He walks her to the door and then returns to the living room.

      “My grandmother has a better social life than I do,” I mumble.

      Mikey’s arms snake around my waist and he laughs against my neck. “But not a better a sex life.”

      “Thank God for that.” Mikey’s hands work the button on my jeans as an idea comes to my mind. Stilling his hands, I turn in his arms.

      “They’re both out of the house, Mikey, do you know what that means?”

      “Yes, it means I can have my way with you anywhere I want and not have to worry how loud you are.” He bends his head to kiss my neck, but I stop him.

      “Nope.” He narrows his eyes.

      “No?”

      “It means we have no one telling us what we can and cannot do. It means we can finally go out and have some fun just me and you.” I smile, taking his hands in mine. “We don’t have to worry about them reporting back to my dad or Jimmy, we can just go out and enjoy ourselves for once.”

      “Nikki…”

      “Please don’t say no,” I plead.

      We’ve been holed up in this house for a week without incident. A little fun can’t hurt.

      “It’s a bad idea, Nikki,” he says, taking a step back as he reaches behind him to cup the back of his neck. “Your father specifically warned us to stay put.”

      “It’s just one night,” I argue. “Really, how much trouble can we get ourselves into? It’s not like I’m asking you to go out all night. I just want to go to a bar or something…”

      “A little bar in the middle of nowhere where no one knows you and you can dance to whatever’s playing on the jukebox?” he volleys, reciting the words I confessed that night we went out so he could get a taste of New York’s nightlife. I’m surprised he remembers, but then again, he did vow to pay attention to me the night of his mother’s funeral. Mikey is proving to be a man of his word.

      “Fine,” he mumbles. “Go get dressed.”

      Grinning, I throw my arms around Mikey’s neck.

      “Thank you. I promise we’ll have a good time, and everything will be fine. You’ll see.”

      Then with a quick peck to his lips, I hurry upstairs to get ready for our date.

      I mean, it is a date, right?
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      I’m starting to realize I can’t say no to Nikki. It was a shit thing to do—going against Victor’s orders and all that, but I couldn’t help myself. To be fair, Jimmy did say they were working on getting us home by tomorrow. That had to be a good sign. At least that’s what I told myself. We had one more night in Florida, might as well make the most of it.

      While Nikki dressed, I searched my phone for a low-key place. I wound up finding a little bar with a jukebox—

      exactly what Nikki wanted—and now, here we are.

      My eyes sweep around the bar, there isn’t much of a crowd. Aside from us, there are a few couples swaying on the dance floor and a lone straggler sits at the bar.

      No one is going to find us here.

      No way.

      Relaxing a bit, I lead Nikki to the bar and pull out a stool for her. Everyone seems to stop what they’re doing that moment and they all focus on Nikki, watching as she climbs onto the stool wearing a lace romper. The shorts are short enough to display her tanned legs and is cut low in the front, giving the perfect hint of cleavage. I can’t wait to peel the damn thing off her. I think I’ll start by untying that little bow at the back of her neck, that seems to be what’s holding the whole thing together.

      Once she is fully seated on the stool, I usher her closer to the bar, brushing her wavy hair behind her shoulder.

      “What do you want to drink”? I ask, breathing in the scent of her perfume.

      God, she smells good.

      I force myself to pull away and call for the bartender.

      “I’ll have a shot of tequila and a Corona.”

      I flash her a smile.

      “A woman after my own heart.”

      “Is that all it takes to get to your heart?” she whispers.

      I don’t have time to ponder her tone or whether or not she is kidding because the bartender interrupts us.

      “What can I get you?”

      I give him our order and he disappears to fill it. Then I turn back to Nikki, her question ringing in my ears.

      “Why, Nikki, you looking to nestle your way into my heart?”

      Surprise registers in her eyes as she meets my gaze. I raise an eyebrow, daring her to answer.

      The bartender places our drinks in front of us and I reach into my pocket, to pay him.

      I hand Nikki her shot and take my own. I watch as she reaches for the salt shaker. Taking my free hand in hers, she pours salt on the top of my hand. Then she does the same thing to hers.

      “Avoiding the question?” I ask, watching her intently.

      I don’t know why I want her to answer, it’s not like I know how to respond if she says yes. While I want to be on the receiving end of her love more than I want my next breath, I don’t know what to do with that love once I have it.

      “I’m giving you a pass, Mikey, take it,” she says, licking the salt from her hand. She tips her chin, urging me to do the same. My tongue swipes at the salt and I clink my shot glass to hers. We down the tequila before we both reach for our limes and suck the juice from them.

      Nikki’s face scrunches at the bitterness of the lime and she reaches for her Corona, taking a big gulp to wash the foul taste from her mouth.

      Reaching for my own beer, I say, “I didn’t ask for a pass.”

      A wiser man would quit while he’s ahead, but I seem to have lost all my sense.

      “Not verbally.” She turns to me, her index finger makes a sweeping motion around my eyes. “But you said it loud and clear with those eyes of yours.” She cocks her head to the side. “Tell me something, Mikey, have you ever loved someone?”

      Ah, shit. I couldn’t leave well enough alone.

      I run my fingers through my hair, debating my answer.

      “Right,” she whispers, reaching out to pat my cheek sympathetically.

      I don’t know what it is about that gesture, but it makes me feel small. Like she pities me for missing out on one of life’s simplest joys. “Don’t worry, Mikey, if I learned anything from this mess it’s not to give my heart away so willingly anymore.”

      She lifts the beer to her lips, but before she tilts back her head to take a sip, I snatch it from her and set it on top of the bar.

      “Dance with me?”

      I may not be able to bring myself to say how I’m feeling, but there are other ways to show a person you care. A dance is a shitty consolation prize, but it’s all I have in me.

      She pauses a beat, studying me before her lips curve into that sweet smile that seems to own me. “Only if I get to pick the song.”

      “Fair enough,” I murmur, helping her off the stool. I guide her toward the jukebox, digging into my pockets for a handful of quarters. She takes them and starts to flip through the catalog of songs. Something unfamiliar tugs at my heart as I stare at her. It’s like I’m looking at her for the very first time, trying to memorize everything about her.

      A memory of the little girl I once thought of as a tagalong flashes through my mind, reminding me that somewhere along the way she grew into the woman of my dreams. I wish I were the type of guy that deserves happiness. The type of guy that gets to keep her.

      She points to the screen of the jukebox and I squint to read the tiny lettering. The song she chooses is called “If I Lose Myself” by Corey Gray. As the song starts to play, I realize I’ve heard it before. I think about the lyrics and as she pulls me onto the dance floor, I can’t help wonder if she’s trying to send me a message by choosing this particular song.

      I wrap my arms around her waist as she wraps hers around my neck. Lifting her head, her eyes find mine for a moment. Then she lays her head on my shoulder. We sway to the music, listening as the artist croons about losing themselves to the person standing before them.

      I get lost in the song and before I realize what I’m doing, I begin to caress Nikki’s back. She lifts her head from my shoulder, and I swear she looks at me like I’m everything she needs.

      The look in her eyes is so sincere that for a moment I believe I’m capable of being that man. That I’m more than the demons that haunt me.  I bring my hand to her cheek and lean into her, taking her mouth softly. The kiss we share is unlike all the ones that came before, it’s not rushed or full of desperation. It’s speaks of something greater—something so pure and real.

      I pull back slowly, watching as her eyes flutter open. That’s when I realize the song is over and we’re just standing on the dance floor.

      I want her to repeat her question because I know the answer now.

      All Nikki has to do win my heart is be herself.

      Just Nikki.

      Everything she is, is everything I want and need to make me whole. She doesn’t ask me though, and I don’t offer.

      Keeping that knowledge to myself allows me to spare her the pain of my damaged heart.
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Nikki

      Holding onto Mikey for balance, I watch him open the door to Aunt Gina’s house. It probably wasn’t the smartest idea to do all those shots, but I was desperate to make myself numb. I didn’t want to feel what I was feeling for Mikey because I knew he didn’t feel the same. I couldn’t take back the question I asked him or forget the realization that Mikey had already stolen my heart.

      I don’t know when or even how but being with Mikey tonight put things into perspective for me. He isn’t merely a crush anymore. Nor is he just a friend. I did myself a disservice and allowed myself to fall in love with him.

      The nausea I’m feeling isn’t from the alcohol, it’s a product of knowing I set myself for a world of hurt.

      I groan loudly, smacking the palm of my hand to my forehead as we walk inside the house. I’m such a moron.

      One day I’ll learn to keep my heart under lock and key.

      One day.

      Just not today.

      Or tomorrow.

      Or the day after that.

      “Are you okay? Do you need to throw up?” Mikey asks, sounding genuinely concerned.

      “Yes,” I mumble, wishing I could throw up all over his shoes simply because he wiggled his sexy self into my heart.

      “Yes, you’re okay or yes, you have to throw up?” he presses.

      “I’m fine,” I hiss, tossing my clutch on the entryway table next to his phone. Lifting it up, I squint to look at the home screen, noticing there’s an alert of a missed call.

      “Right. You’re fine.” He pauses. “For fuck’s sake, you’re not fine, Nikki. I may not know much about women, but when they say they’re fine that is usually a dead giveaway that they’re not.” The tone of his voice makes me forget all about the phone and I turn to face him.

      “I guess you don’t know much about women then because I’m fine,” I snap, stepping out of my shoes. I glance around the quiet house anxiously trying to find a distraction from where this conversation is headed. “Are they home?”

      “No,” he clips, shoving his hands into his pockets. “I doubt Aunt Gina will be home any time soon if Burt got his hands on Chuck’s happy pills.”

      “Happy pills?” I ask.

      “The Viagra,” he says. “He had big plans for her.”

      I studied him closely, noticing he looks defeated.

      “I’m sorry for acting like a bitch,” I say.

      The truth is I really don’t have a right to be angry with him. It’s not like I professed my love and he shut me down and let’s call a spade a spade, Mikey has been through a lot. Maybe he’s closed himself off to love.

      “I feel like there’s an elephant in the room that we’re trying to ignore,” he says.

      I’m in no shape to have my heart ripped open. Desperate for a diversion, I glance down at his crotch.

      “Is that what we’re calling it now?” I flirt, plastering a smile on my face as I wrap my arms around his neck. I lean in to kiss him, but he pulls away.

      “Nikki…”

      That sobers me up some and I swallow hard.

      “Mikey, I don’t want to talk,” I whisper, meeting his gaze with a pleading look. “Please.”

      He is quiet for a moment, then he lets out a breath and gives me a nod.

      “Okay,” he rasps. I lean in for a kiss, but he bends his knees and lifts me into his arms instead. No talking.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck as he carries me up the stairs to the guest room we’ve spent all our nights together in. Placing me on my feet, his eyes bore into mine for a moment. Then he turns me around, his fingertips brush my hair over my shoulder. The soft touch sends goosebumps throughout my body as he pulls at the bow holding my romper together.

      I feel his lips touch the back of my neck, spreading featherlike kisses across my shoulders as his hands work the sleeves of my romper down my arms. I close my eyes, my body leaning into his as his hands work delicately at exposing the upper half of my body. He turns me in arms, taking a step back to look at me, his eyes traveling from mine down to my breasts that feel heavy under his intense stare.

      “I don’t know how I got so lucky,” he murmurs as he pulls his t-shirt off over his head. Chucking it to the side, he closes the distance between us. “Maybe there is someone up there looking out for me after all,” he says huskily.

      His mouth dips to the nape of my neck, trailing kisses to my chest. Taking one of my nipples into his mouth, his tongue laps at the turgid point.

      I comb my fingers through his hair as he starts to tug the rest of the romper down my body. I shimmy my hips, helping him push the material down my legs. Then I kick it away and he rises to his full height. I suddenly feel uncomfortable standing there nude under his scrutiny, not because I’m self-conscious of my body, but because of the way he is looking at me. at me.

      He pulls me away from my thoughts by lifting me into his arms and gently lays me down upon the mattress. I watch him silently as he undresses himself, memorizing everything about his body. I make a vow right then and then, that as long as I live I won’t forget this moment and the way he looks so intent on loving me.

      His hands cup my face and he leans his forehead against mine, positioning himself between my legs.

      “Say your mine,” he whispers. “Your body, your soul and even your heart—say it’s all mine. Even if it’s only for tonight, Princess.”

      My index finger travels the outline of his jaw.

      “You have me, Mikey, always,” I whisper.

      My words act like a match and set him ablaze. He thrusts into me, filling me in one single movement. He closes his eyes and dips his head so that his forehead rests on my shoulder. I lift my hips encouragingly, and he begins to move, playing my body like a fine instrument.

      Mikey isn’t fucking me, he is making love to me. I didn’t know there was a difference until now.

      Our eyes lock and we both let go. The intensity in his eyes triggers my orgasm and two thrusts later he finds his.

      He kisses me hard, his lips bruising mine as he pulls out, withdrawing physically and maybe even a little emotionally. Rolling over, he lays beside me and reaches for my hand, bring my fingertips to his lips. I drop my head to his chest and listen to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. I don’t know how long we stay like that, but it seems like a long while. His breathing steadies and I call his name to see if he’s asleep. He doesn’t answer, so I press a kiss to his chest and allow myself to speak from the heart.

      “I love you,” I whisper.
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      She loves me. Nikki fucking loves me. I stare up at the ceiling, her body draped across mine, feeling as though I’m suffocating. Careful not to disturb her, I gently slip out from under her and climb out of bed. Pulling on my shorts, I glance at the sleeping angel.

      She loves me.

      Pulling a t-shirt over my head, I quietly exit the bedroom. I need to get out of here and clear my head. I’m teetering on the edge of insanity, deceiving myself into believing I’m worthy of Nikki’s love. My legs quickly carry me down the stairs and without giving it a second thought, I grab the keys to the car and head out the door.

      I’m not running away I just need a breather. A moment to collect my thoughts and pull myself away from the fantasy. I’m starting to realize Nikki has a gift, she can make a person feel like they’re something even when they know they’re nothing.

      I start the car and pull out of the retirement community, not giving two shits about the speed limit or the annoying bumps. Rolling down the windows, I drive with no destination in my mind. The fresh air eases my anxiety, but it doesn’t stop Nikki from invading my thoughts.

      She’s embedded into the deepest parts of me and there’s no escaping her. Somehow, in between burying my mother and now, Nikki has become my purpose. Think about it, she’s the reason I agreed to stay in New York, and she was the driving force behind me making an effort to be a good employee of Victor’s. But more than any of that, she’s the reason I started living again. She made me want to make a life for myself, not just be another nameless face. I wanted people to know me for my accomplishments and not my failures. I wanted people to know that I was the man that made Nikki Pastore happy simply by loving her with everything in me.

      I pull the car over and drop it into park. Leaning my head against the steering wheel, I draw in a sharp breath.

      In just a few weeks, Nikki taught me to love without condition, to speak without bad intention, to give without reason and most of all to care without any expectation. I love her and not because she loves me—that’s just a bonus. I truly fucking love her with my whole heart.

      I don’t want to be alone anymore.

      As short as my parents’ lives were, they were full of love and I want the same. My life didn’t stop when theirs did, it just changed.

      I lift my head from the steering wheel and gaze out into the darkness.

      “What the fuck am I doing?” I mutter.

      This isn’t where I want to be or even where I belong.

      I shift gears and make a sharp U-turn.

      I’m going back to Aunt Gina’s, back to my girl and I’m going to tell her I love her.
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Nikki

      “Wake the fuck up, little girl,” someone shouts, nudging me awake with strong hands. I reach for Mikey but my hands grasp the cold sheets instead of his warm body. My eyes spring open, landing on the man hovering over the bed dressed all in black. I can’t make out his features because he’s wearing a ski mask. Cold green eyes glare at me through the tiny slits of his ski mask and I scream at the top of my lungs.

      “Get the fuck out of the bed and put your clothes on,” he orders.

      Panic surges through me as I clutch the sheet to my body and scan the room for Mikey.

      “Looking for your boyfriend?” he laughs wickedly. “He left you high and dry.” He cocks his head to the side. “Maybe not dry.”

      Tears sting my eyes.

      “You’re disgusting,” I sneer. Refusing to believe Mikey would leave me here alone, I glare at the menace.

      “What did you do with him?”

      He ignores my question and reaches for my arm, pulling me out of the bed with such force I fall to the floor.

      “Get your fucking hands off of me, you filthy pig,” I hiss through clenched teeth. The tears I was holding back fall down my cheeks.

      “I bet you like it filthy…” he says, throwing my wrinkled romper at me. “You’ve got exactly ten seconds to get your clothes on or I’ll drag you out of this house naked. Your call, but don’t underestimate me.” His tone is gravely as he pulls the safety back on his gun.

      It sinks in…I’m going to die.

      This man is going to take me somewhere and kill me.

      No one is going to save me.

      My father is in New York and Mikey is gone. I was finally going to pay the price for every bad choice my father made. Robotically, I begin to dress, not because I’m trying to be an obedient hostage, but because I didn’t want to be shot dead in the nude. I’ve seen photos of my father’s associates after they had been killed. The press doesn’t care what you look like when they put you on the front page. They only care about selling papers.

      I pull myself to my feet, quickly knotting the back of my romper and slide my feet into my sandals just in time for the gunman to press the barrel of the gun to my temple.

      “Walk,” he orders as his fingers dig into my hip. “If you say one word I swear to God I’ll shoot you dead.”

      I obey, tears streaming down my face as he pushes me down the hallway. Reaching the stairs, I clutch the banister. I don’t put it past him to kick me down the stairs. When we reach the first floor, he tucks his gun into the front of his pants and pulls my hands behind my back.

      “What’re you doing?” I cry. He produces a zip tie from his pocket and tightens the plastic around my wrists. I flinch with pain as the plastic cuts into my skin.

      “Didn’t I tell you to shut the fuck up?” he growls, taking a fistful of my hair. “Don’t make me gag that mouth of yours with something and ruin all the surprises I have in store for you.”

      I bite my cheek, holding in my screams as he drags me by my hair out the door. I try to lift my head and search for someone to help me, but he pulls my head down so that I’m forced to look at the concrete as we walk. He doesn’t release his hold on my hair until he opens the back door of a black van.

      “Get in,” he orders, kicking me behind my knees. My legs buckle and I crawl into the back of the van. The stench of urine hits me hard and I fight the urge to gag.

      “Where are you taking me?” I cry desperately as he slams the door closed.

      The engine of the van starts and when he pulls out of the driveway my body bounces around the dirty floor. My sobs vibrate off the metal walls of the van reminding me I’m alone. It’s a horrible feeling knowing that you are the only person who can save you from your own doomed fate. I try to pull myself together, realizing I need to come up with a plan. I’m a Pastore, we don’t succumb to defeat. I might die, but not without a fight. I kick my legs against the cage that separates me from the man who had held a gun to my head.

      “Do you know who the fuck my father is?” I scream, using all my upper body strength to lift my legs and kick the cage again. He doesn’t say a word, not a single fucking word.

      “My father is going to kill you. Do you hear me? You’re going to die. Just let me go before it’s too late. I don’t even know what you look like so it’s not like you have to worry about him finding out. Just leave me here… Please!” I scream through my tears before falling back against the cold floor. It’s hopeless. Nothing I say will change his mind. I’m at his mercy. I close my eyes and pray to God.

      Please don’t let me suffer.
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Michael

      I go to unlock the door only to discover I had never locked it to begin with. I shake my head at my negligence and place my keys on the table, pausing when I see my phone. Another mistake. I should’ve had it with me when I walked out the door. Lifting it from the table, I turn it over and glance at the screen. My eyes widen, realizing I have seven missed calls and one voicemail. I unlock the home screen and first look at the log of missed calls, noting they are all from “Don’t Answer”.

      Shit!

      I go to listen to the voicemail, but when my finger hovers over the play button, a sickening feeling creeps into the pit of my stomach.

      Jimmy’s going to kill me.

      I glance around the quiet house, my instincts shouting at me that something is off, but I can’t place what it is. My gut clenches and I hit play…

      

      “I don’t know why the fuck you aren’t answering the phone, but we were set up tonight. You have to get the fuck out of there. They know where you are….”

      

      The phone slips from my hands and I can faintly hear Jimmy’s voice continuing to dictate what my next move should be. I run up the stairs, climbing them two at a time before barging into the bedroom where I left Nikki. My eyes frantically scan the room, but she is nowhere to be found. I brace myself against the doorjamb, taking in the sheets that are in disarray.

      The door slams downstairs and I turn around, hurrying down the stairs.

      “Nikki?” But it’s not her. Gina, Burt, and Nana stare at me as I pull at the ends of my hair.

      “What’s wrong?” Aunt Gina asks.

      “She’s gone,” I reply, swallowing hard before I bend and retrieve my phone from the floor. My hands shake as I try to call Jimmy.

      I close my eyes as I listen to the phone ring waiting for him to pick up.

      Please pick up.

      I have no idea what I’m going to do. This is all my fault. I should’ve never left her side. I fucking failed her.

      My call goes to voicemail, but I dial again.

      “What do you mean she’s gone?” Aunt Gina asks.

      I divert my eyes back to her.

      “Someone took her.”

      “Are you sure?” Nana asks, quickly pulling her pistol out of her pocketbook. Jimmy finally answers as she points her gun out the window.

      “Kid, did you get my message?” Jimmy asks. “You get out of—”

      I cut him off. “Someone took Nikki, she’s not here,” I blurt. I lean against the wall, using it as an anchor to hold me up because I feel like I might pass out.

      “Fuck! Where the fuck were you when they took her?” he shouts.

      “I went for a drive,” I mutter, swiping a hand down my miserable face. “I’m sorry, Jimmy. I’m so fucking sorry.” My voice breaks a little more with every word. “What do I do? Just tell me what to do to get her back.”

      “We don’t even know where the fuck they took her.”

      “I’ll go look for her,” I tell him.

      “No. You just stay the fuck where you are in case she tries to reach out to you.”

      “I can’t just sit here, Jimmy. She needs me! I have to find her,” I holler.

      “No, she needs her father since she got kidnapped on your watch. Now, do as I fucking say and stay put and don’t think for one fucking minute I won’t make an example out of your ass. Unlike Vic, I don’t give a rat’s ass whose son you are.”

      Anger boils in my veins, but I know there is nothing I can say in my defense. He is right. Nikki is in danger because of me and me alone. It was my job to protect her and keep her safe and like everything else in my life, I pissed it all away.

      “Jimmy, what’re they going to do to her?” I say as hot tears stream down my cheeks.

      “I don’t know, but the man who took Nikki didn’t take her out of the goodness of his heart. He’s an animal. If we don’t find her soon, I don’t know what he’ll do to her.”

      I picture her face, and I drop the phone. Sliding down the wall, I lower my face to my hands and release an anguished scream. Then I close my eyes and silently ask my beloved parents to look after the love of my life.
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      It’s true what they say. When one of your five senses is impaired the others work overtime for you. I know this now because after my father’s enemy abducted me, he took me to an abandoned warehouse, tied me to a metal chair and blindfolded me. He robbed me of my vision, forcing me to rely on my other senses to get me through this ordeal. Not being able to see caused everything to seem louder, especially the droplets of water that leaked from the roof onto the concrete. My sense of smell was working overtime too, the stench of urine so strong. There was also another foul smell, maybe a dead animal.

      My body stiffens, automatically going on high alert at the sound of someone’s feet padding across the concrete. I whimper realizing he is back. He had been relatively easy on me, sparing me all the horrible mortifying things I feared he’d ultimately do to me, but I know it’s only a matter of time before he inflicts the torture he’s planned for me.

      He hovers over me, untying the blindfold. My eyes slowly open, blinking as they try to focus. I lift my chin, his face coming into my view and my heart sinks. He took off his mask, he has no intention of letting me go.

      His green eyes hold me captive as he makes quick work of unwrapping a bagel. He holds the food to my lips and tips his chin.

      “Eat,” he demands.

      I glance at the bagel, swirling my saliva around the sides of my mouth and spit on it before lifting my gaze back to his.

      “Fuck you,” I hiss.

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “Daddy taught you well,” he marvels, throwing the bagel onto the floor. “Suit yourself. I don’t give a fuck if you starve.” He pulls out a chair. “Time to make a phone call.”

      I draw my eyebrows together as he waves a cell phone at me.

      “It’s time to make my demands clear to your old man. It would be good if you sounded scared and if you can’t do that then I’ll just have to put a little fright in you.” He reaches for his gun, aiming it at me.

      “You know what I think? I think you’re full of shit because if you were going to kill me, you would’ve done it already.”

      He cocks his head to the side, contemplating my words. “It’s a good theory but make no mistake I will kill you if your daddy doesn’t deliver what I need.”

      He makes the call and a moment later my dad’s frantic voice fills the room.

      He shoves the phone in my face with one hand and presses the gun to my temple with the other. “Talk,” he orders.

      “Daddy?” I cry out.

      “Nikki? Nikki, sweetheart are you okay?”

      “I’m okay, Dad,” I choke, lifting my chin to stare into my captor’s cold eyes. “Whatever he wants don’t do it, he’s going to kill me regardless.” The tears stream down my cheeks as the bastard pulls the phone away from me.

      “Listen to me, Nicole. I’m going to bring you home, I swear on everything that’s holy. I’m going to get my little girl back.” My heart breaks for him because he speaks with such conviction. He really believes he can save me.

      “That’s enough,” the bastard says, dropping the gun from my temple. He lifts the phone. “How you doing, Victor? You know who this is?”

      “Deke, you listen here. If you so much as harm one fucking hair on my daughter’s head I will bury you alive,” my father hollers into the phone.

      I lift my head to look at the man who now has a name to go with his face.

      “That’s pretty bold of you to be making threats when I’m the one holding a gun to your daughter’s head.” Deke laughs.

      “Just tell me what the fuck it is you want already!” my dad pleads, losing whatever little control he has left.

      “Now you get it,” Deke says, as he starts to pace. “As you know I have been trying to push my product through the New York harbor for years, but you are always standing in my way. You’ve been a thorn in my side for a long time, Victor. You’ve cost me thousands upon thousands of dollars and I don’t take it lightly when someone hurts my pocket. You have exactly twenty-four hours to relinquish your power of the docks. I’m serious, Victor, if I don’t get what I want I will kill your daughter. I’ll be in touch.” The corners of his mouth lift and he ends the call.

      Deke’s eyes find mine again. “Better say your prayers little girl and hope daddy comes through for you.” He bends, picking up the bagel and throws it on my lap. “In case you get hungry,” he taunts.

      I peer up at him, hoping he can see the hatred in my eyes.

      “I haven’t been very nice to you,” Deke says pointedly. “I owe you a great deal.” I turn my head as he leans forward. He cups my chin, twisting my head so that I’m forced to look at him. “I won’t tolerate rudeness.”

      “There’s nothing you have to say that I want to hear,” I sneer.

      “Really? You’re not the slightest bit curious as to what your part in this is?”

      I have no idea what he’s referring to. He’s the one who took me.

      “I had nothing to do with this you miserable fuck.”

      Deke tilts his head back, laughing in amusement. “That’s what you think. I should be on my hands and knees thanking you for being a stupid little bitch and making this whole thing possible.”

      “Fuck you,” I hiss.

      The laughter fades from his face as he rears his hand back. Before I realize what he’s doing, his hand connects with my cheek. The force of the slap is so strong, the chair rocks.

      “I said I won’t tolerate your rudeness.” He cracks his knuckles. “Now where was I… oh yes, I was telling you what a stupid cunt you were.” He smiles. “You see many years ago, my father and I made a play for Victor’s territory, but that underboss of his stepped in our way. Val was too smart and too wise to our moves, shutting us down before we ever made a dime. That motherfucker stuck us with thousands of dollars in drugs and ultimately sent my father to prison.” He balls his fists at his sides as he continues. “After he set my dad up, I put a hit out on your father. The wrong man died in front of that bakery. Val should’ve never gotten in the way, but he was too fucking loyal to Victor and his loyalty wound up getting him killed.”

      “What does any of this have to do with me?” I ask, not understanding how I played a part in any of that when I was just a kid.

      “Your father avenged Val’s death killing the hitman that murdered him. He probably would’ve killed my old man too for ordering the hit, but we had him transferred to a maximum-security prison. Victor thought he was fooling us by sending his soldier Anthony Bianci to the same prison. He thought Anthony would get close enough to kill him, but we were one step ahead of him.”

      I hold a straight face even though he shocks me, revealing the truth of why Anthony went to prison.

      But that truth aside, none of what he’s saying has anything to do with me.

      “A year ago I found the perfect opportunity for revenge.” He pauses.

      “You forgot about that boyfriend of yours rather quickly. Newsflash little girl, Rico’s father killed Val and your father killed Rico’s father, making him the perfect guy to lead you on.”

      I swallow as the truth finally becomes clear. Rico wanted revenge on my father for murdering his and he used me to get it. This whole fucking mess is my fault. If I hadn’t been so naïve to believe Rico’s bullshit neither one of these assholes would have been able to execute any of this.

      “How does it feel to know the life you lived for the last year was a lie?” Deke asks, taunting me. “Not too good I imagine.”

      I close my eyes and pray for an end.

      An end to the lie and the life.
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Michael

      “You have to eat something,” Aunt Gina says, placing a plate in front of me. I tear my eyes from the phone I’ve been staring at for hours and look at the sandwich she had made for me. The idea of eating anything repulses me and I gently shove the dish away from me.

      Gina sighs, taking a seat next to me. “She’s going to be okay, Michael. Nikki is a strong girl you know that.”

      I turn abruptly to meet Gina’s gaze. “I don’t care how tough she is, she shouldn’t be in this fucking situation.”

      “My brother isn’t going to let anyone hurt his daughter,” she argues.

      “Right, big bad Victor is going to come riding in and save the fucking day.” I push out my chair and rise to my feet. “I should be doing something to bring her home safely since I’m the reason she was taken in the first place.”

      Burt places his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up, kid.”

      “Burt’s right,” Nana says as she sits across from where I was with her gun placed neatly in her lap. “You’re not to blame for this. Even if you hadn’t left Nikki they still would’ve taken her. It’s what these men do. He would’ve probably just killed you and taken her anyway, especially if he wanted to hurt my son.”

      “Ma’s right. This isn’t the first time our family has been compromised because of Victor’s career choice,” Gina agrees, pouring me a shot of Sambuca. “Here this might calm your nerves.”

      I sigh heavily, reaching for the espresso cup when my phone starts to ring. I grab the phone not even bothering to look at whose calling.

      “Hello?”

      “We know where she is,” Jimmy says.

      “She’s okay? How? Did you speak to her?” I hold my breath and wait for him to answer.

      “Vic spoke to her. She’s shaken up, but she’s hanging in there. Listen, we’re at the airport—”

      I cut him off.

      “Where is she? I’ll go to her,” I say, glancing around the kitchen in search of my keys.

      “No, now listen. We tracked the call to a warehouse down on Water Street but Mike, Vic wants you to stay put.”

      I don’t give two fucks what Victor wants. I need to get to Nikki. I disconnect the call and look at Aunt Gina.

      “Do you know where Water Street is?”

      “Does a bear shit in the woods?” she replies, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Is that where she is?”

      “Yes. I need to know how to get there,” I say, snatching my keys from the counter.

      “Hold it right there,” Nana orders, standing to her full four feet and eleven inches. “You’re not going by yourself.”

      My eyes widen as she checks her gun, making sure it is loaded.

      “Ma’s right. You’re not going alone, you’ll need backup.” Gina turns to Burt. “Be a dear and grab the rifle in the sunroom.”

      “What? No!” I say, running out of patience for these people. “I’m not going after some fucking gangster with the Golden Girls as my back up.”

      “Who you calling a Golden Girl?” Burt says, puffing out his chest.

      “I put the Club on your car this morning,” Nana says pointedly.

      “Ma!”

      “What? He looked a little flighty,” the old troll says innocently before turning back to me. “You either take us or you walk,” she said, pulling out a set of keys from her straw pocketbook.

      “The little witch stole my keys!” Aunt Gina exclaims.

      “Fine!” I shout. “Let’s go!” I head for the door with Nana and her gun, Aunt Gina and her shovel, and Burt holding a rifle as my backup. Victor is going to fucking kill me.
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      Present Day

      I stare at the concrete floor of the warehouse wondering how long it’s been. I figure it can’t be long, after all I’m alive without eating or drinking anything. My mouth is dry and my stomach keeps growling, but it’s the exhaustion that’s really getting to me. I’m starting to think Deke won’t have the chance to kill me, that my body is already shutting down on its own.

      I don’t want to die. I’m only twenty-one years old, I’m supposed to have my whole life ahead of me. There is so much I’ll never experience, so many places I’ll never see, things I won’t get to do. I’ll never walk down the aisle or become a mother and I won’t get to see my loved ones again or ever tell them just what they mean to me. That alone makes me think about Mikey. Deke never mentioned him again, leaving me to assume he killed him. I close my eyes and begin to sob uncontrollably. I look across the room to where there is a pool of blood. Bile rises in my throat as I wonder if it’s Mikey’s blood. Unable to help myself, I drop my head between my legs and vomit all over the floor. When there’s nothing left to upheave, I let out an anguished scream that vibrates off the walls. The sadness morphs into anger and I kick my legs. I wish I had the strength to break the ties that bind me to the chair. As defeated as I feel, I still want to get the fuck out of here. The chances of my father finding me are slim to none, it’s time for me to step up, be my own hero, and stop waiting for someone to rescue me.

      I spot a window and in my delusional state, I start thinking of plan. If I break the window with the chair attached to my back, then maybe I can hoist myself out of it. I still have the use of my legs, it’s possible.

      I plant my feet firmly on the floor, careful not to step in my own vomit as I lift myself up. Hunched over because of the chair resting on my back, I walk toward the window. I’m too short to reach it. I glance around, my eyes landing on a wooden crate. I kick it under the window and climb onto it but I still don’t make it. I hang my head in defeat, ready to throw in the towel once and for all when I hear someone begin to clap. I freeze as my stomach drops and fear engulfs me.

      “Nice try,” Deke applauds. I slowly turn around, dread filling me as I meet his gaze. “Here, let me give you a hand,” he says, keeping his voice controlled before pulling me forcefully by my bound wrists and knocking me onto the ground. I whimper as my forehead connects with the concrete.

      I close my eyes, knowing I’m about pay for trying to escape his wrath. He pulls me by my legs, dragging me across the filthy floor.

      It’s all over.
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Michael

      I left my geriatric crew in the parking lot and took off before they could argue. I run down the docks as quickly as my legs will carry me, ignoring the pain in my knee. Approaching the warehouse, I reach behind me and pull the gun from my waistband. I check my surroundings, noting the two men standing guard. Deciding I won’t get through that way, I round the building in search of an alternative entrance. There I find a metal sliding door that’s slightly ajar.

      Bingo!

      I hurry toward it, stopping dead in my tracks when I hear Nikki crying. The sound ignites a rage like no other inside of me. I snap out of it and my legs begin to move quickly, following the sound of her cries.

      “I’m coming, Princess,” I whisper hoarsely as I slide through the slight crack in the door.

      I’m not too late.
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Nikki

      “Help me. Dear God, please help me,” I beg. My voice sounds weak even to my own ears. I sway a little fighting the urge to sleep. My arms feel like they are going to fall off they are so heavy from my shoulders down to my wrists but my wrists and hands feel numb since he tightened the zip ties. I stare at the concrete, my vision blurring.

      “No one’s here to save you, sweetheart,” the sick fuck says, taunting me a little more because he hasn’t had his fill of torturing me. He moves to stand in front of me cupping my chin, forcing me to lift my head.

      “My father will kill you,” I shout. “Do you hear me? He’s going to kill you! Just let me go.” I believe this with my whole heart that, even if he doesn’t let me go even if he kills me, I don’t doubt my father will kill him.

      Deke laughs. “Your father can’t save you little girl just like he couldn’t save his best man. And when you’re dead, he won’t do anything either just like he didn’t after I killed Val. Daddy’s not in control anymore, you’re at my mercy.”

      I want to tell him he’s a pussy for not killing Val himself and simply ordering the hit so he wouldn’t get his hands dirty but I remain silent. It’s not worth it. Even though I bite my tongue, he rears his hand back and slaps me across the face again. I tell myself I must be immune to the pain by now because even though my cheek feels as if it’s on fire I don’t flinch. I lift my head slowly, looking the devil in the eyes, but I can’t stand the sight of him anymore and I turn my head slightly to see Mikey standing off to the side with his gun cocked.

      I know he’s not a figment of my imagination when he takes one hand off his gun and places his index finger to his lips signaling me to remain quiet. I look into his eyes and in that split second, I know I’m going to be okay. It’s all there in his eyes, he’s not going to let anything else happen to me.

      He’s here.

      I’m safe now.

      I don’t know what causes me to take my eyes off Mikey but suddenly time stops and everything goes horribly wrong.

      “Mikey, watch out!” I yelp as he pulls the trigger, but he’s not the only one firing a gun. The doors to the warehouse open and in storms a bunch of familiar men all with their guns blazing in fury. I barely have time to process the war raging in the warehouse as Deke falls to the floor at my feet. I shriek in sheer horror as his blood and brains splatter all over me. I feel like I’m having an outer body experience as I tremble screaming at the top of my lungs. It’s just too much.

      Mikey starts to make his way toward me and I shake my head and shout. He doesn’t even acknowledge the gunfire behind him and I fear that he’s going to get hit. I try to tell him to turn around but my brain doesn’t send the message to my mouth.

      Mikey spins around and we both watch as my father charges into the warehouse shooting with no regard. Deke wasn’t working alone and his men begin to appear from every corner returning the gunfire.

      Everyone fades away and I stare at my father watching him pull the trigger continuously without any remorse.

      “No!” Mikey cries, pulling me out of my trance. I avert my eyes toward him, drawing my eyebrows together as he starts to run toward me. I don’t know what’s happening all I know is there is no stopping him as he charges straight at me knocking me backward.

      He falls on top of me and his gun slips from his hands onto the floor. It takes me a moment to understand what has happened. Mikey starts to roll off me and I immediately see the blood pouring from his abdomen uncontrollably. He falls flat on his back beside me and I twist my head so I can see him. I cry out because I’m completely helpless still tied to the chair and unable to get to him.

      “Mikey, baby, stay with me,” I shout over the boisterous sound of gunfire. “Please just hang in there,” I beg as I watch his fingers twitch and he tries to reach for me but I’m too far out of his reach. “Somebody help!!” I scream even though no one can hear me.

      My heart shatters into a million pieces as Mikey’s eyes close. “No!!” I let out a guttural shrill. He can’t die. Mikey can’t die. He saved my life and took that bullet for me. I should be the one lying in a pool of blood not him. I can’t even hold him. I can’t kiss him and assure him he’s going to be all right. I can’t tell him that he can’t leave this earth because I love him. All I can do is watch as he bleeds out. I don’t know how long I lay on my side watching Mikey die, but it seems like an eternity.

      “Nikki? Nikki!!” I hear my father frantically yell over the gunfire.

      “I’m over here!” I scream. “Mikey’s been shot! You need to help him.” I hear more gunshots and then the sound of soles tapping rapidly against the cement. My father falls to his knees in front of me blocking my view of Mikey and takes my face in his hands.

      “Thank God,” he cries, tears rolling down his cheeks. “Are you hurt?” he asks as he looks me over. “Did that bastard touch you?”

      I shake my head. “I’m fine, but Mikey’s not. You have to help him! Please, he can’t die.”

      He looks over his shoulder at Mikey looking torn between the two of us and which one he should tend to first but ultimately crawls to Mikey. I watch on as he stares in shock at Mikey’s nearly lifeless body lying in a pool of blood.

      “You have to apply pressure to the wound or he’s going to bleed out,” I instruct nervously and watch as my father rolls his sleeves up and without hesitation, he presses his hands down on Mikey’s wound.

      “Vic?” Jimmy calls out as the gunfire dies down.

      “Over here! We need help,” my father calls over his shoulder as he leans forward applying his weight down on his hands that are firmly pushing down on Mikey’s wound. “Stay with me, son,” he pleads.

      “Jesus…” Jimmy says, standing over us.

      “Untie me!” I screech at him. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a utility knife. Kneeling behind me he cuts the plastic ties from my wrists setting me free before scrambling around me to untie my ankles. I shake out my hands and try to get the blood circulating as I crawl falling flat on my face because of my lack of strength and mobility. Jimmy helps me by putting his hands under my arms and holding my upper body up as I attempt to crawl on my knees again finally making my way to Mikey.

      At first, all I see is blood. There is just so much and it seems to be everywhere. I lift my eyes to his face. Reaching out I touch his cheek and break down when I feel how clammy his skin feels.

      “Call 911,” my father tells Jimmy. I feel his eyes watching me as I shift my body taking Mikey’s head and cradling it in my lap. I lean down and press my lips to his forehead struggling to hold myself together desperate to believe that this isn’t the end for us silently willing him to live.

      “I love you,” I say against his skin. “I love you so much, Michael.” I lift my head my eyes meeting my father’s.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers regretfully. I wish sorry was enough, but it’s not. It will never be enough, especially if I lose the only man I have ever loved.
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NIKKI

        

      

    

    
      When I was three years old, my grandpa Tony died. It was a pivotal moment in my life and at the tender age of three, one would think that I wouldn’t remember anything but I remember bits and pieces from that day. I can recall bouncing on my blue rocking horse with the springs on it, waiting for my Grandpa to come home from the docks. He was a longshoreman and had gone down to the union hall that morning. Two officers rang Nana’s bell that day, one male and the other a female. The female officer wore her hair tied back in a ponytail. When her partner asked my grandma to sit down and began to explain what had happened to my Grandpa, the female officer took me into the living room and made me tell her all about my horsey. I remember that officer after all these years the same way I remember the scent of the flowers that filled the funeral parlor in the days that followed. I know we remember certain moments in our lives by the people and things that surrounded us at the time. We may not remember the actual event, but the things that were associated with it allow us never to forget these certain life changing moments.

      I sit here in the hallway of the emergency room covered in Mikey’s blood and know that I’ll always remember the way his blood stained my hands. I know that I’ll always remember the look in my father’s eyes as he tried to control the bleeding. I’ll remember the sorrowful look the paramedic gave me when he asked who Mikey’s next of kin was. He wasn’t going to let me ride in the ambulance with Mikey. The cops wanted to question me. I explained I was the only person Mike had in this world and he let me ride to the hospital with him. He told the cops that they were treating me too explaining that they could follow us to the hospital and question me there. He will never know how grateful I was to him in that moment.

      I fear that every time I close my eyes, I will relive the moment we arrived at the hospital and how the paramedics started shouting for help from the doctors. They rambled off a bunch of medical terms and the doctors in the emergency room started hollering orders, but the one sentence that will always play back in my head is “He’s lost too much blood.” I don’t remember who exactly made the declaration, but I know that when I heard those words I felt my heart shatter and hope diminish. After that, the nurse wearing the Hello Kitty scrubs pushed me aside and told me they needed to take him into surgery to remove the bullet. I must’ve opened my mouth to protest because she shut me down with a hard stare telling me Mikey would die if I didn’t let them do their jobs. That’s all she needed to say for me to retreat into the hallway watching as a team of surgeons and nurses ran wheeling Mikey out of my sight.

      I lean back against the wall and lift my head to see my father walking toward me looking disheveled. His dress shirt is untucked and like my hands, it’s covered in Mikey’s blood. His hair that’s never out of place is a mess and his face looks worn and tired. There are a pair of police officers walking behind him, but they stop by the door, allowing us privacy. He falls into the seat next to mine and neither of us say a word. Then, he takes my hand and squeezes it tightly.

      “What if he doesn’t make it?” I ask barely audible.

      “He will,” he says hoarsely. I turn my head to look at him realizing my father needs Mikey to live more than I do.

      “Why is that? Because a Valente already died for a Pastore? If history repeats and it sometimes does, then Mikey will die taking a bullet for me just like his dad died for you.” I can’t hide the resentment in my voice, not that I care if I sound bitter. It’s time my father knows how poisonous his lifestyle truly is.

      “Mikey’s not going to die,” he hisses.

      “You don’t know that!” I say, rising on wobbly feet. “You can’t guarantee me that he’s not going to die. You just hope that he doesn’t to save your own conscience.” Tears start to well in my eyes as anger boils in my veins. “I used to think you were my hero, the one person in my life I could always count on to make sense of things. I knew that you lived a shady life and your business endeavors were mostly illegal, but I always chose to brush that aside and see the good in you. There was even a point in my life where having a gangster for a daddy was enticing, but that was because you loved your family.”

      “Don’t talk about my love for you in the past tense!” he shouts.

      “If you loved us as much as we thought you did none of us would be in the situation we are currently in. Some thug wouldn’t have kidnapped me and Mikey wouldn’t be fighting for his fucking life. Don’t you dare tell me you love us because if you did, you would’ve let your love for us drive your decisions and not your love for money and power. For years, I’ve watched my sister be so sad and never understood why, but your pal Deke enlightened me. What kind of monster sends the young man his daughter loves to prison? You sent Anthony to prison to avenge Val’s death, ruining his life and forcing him to break Adrianna’s heart. Don’t you get it? Every bad thing that’s happened to us has been at your hand!”

      “Nikki, that’s enough,” Aunt Gina says, walking toward us with Nana beside her.

      “Gina, mind your business.” My father lifts his head, looking me in the eye. “Get it all out, you’re entitled.”

      I look at him, torn between wanting to scream at him for all the horrible choices he’s made in his life and the need to wrap my arms around him just because he is my daddy. The one man I measured every other man against even Mikey. I turn my back toward him, deciding there is nothing left to say. I take the bottle of Gatorade Aunt Gina offers me and wait for word on Mikey. Aunt Gina takes the seat next to my father and wraps an arm around his shoulders.

      “She’s been through a lot, Vic. She doesn’t mean it,” she says in an attempt to console her brother.

      “Everything she said is true,” my dad replies.

      I wipe away my tears. He is still my dad no matter how angry I am and as ridiculous as it sounds, I hate that my words inflicted pain on him.

      “Miss Pastore?” I lift my head to see two police officers standing before me.

      “Yes,” I reply.

      “We need your statement,” the female officer explains.

      “For crying out loud you cops are relentless,” Nana says from her chair. “Poor girl’s been through hell and back and you’re going to make her relive it all.” She shakes her head and I look back toward the officers.

      “It’s fine, let’s just get this over with,” I say, running my fingers through my hair only for them to get stuck in the knots.

      “Okay, can you start from the beginning?” the male officer asks, taking out his tape recorder while his partner reaches into her pocket for a pad and pen. “Both you and Mr. Valente live in New York, so what were you doing in Florida?”

      I glance over at my father who drops his head to his hands. A memory of him and me flashes through my mind of when I was a little girl and he’d take me in his arms and dance with me. Dancing was kind of our thing. You could catch me and my dad on the dance floor at every family party.

      “We were visiting my aunt and my grandma.” My dad lifts his head, his eyes lock with mine. “Mikey wanted to surprise me for my birthday and take me away,” I lie, because I won’t sell out my dad. Not in this life.

      “Fast forward to the night in question. Where were you when Deke Rogers took you?” the male officer asks.

      “I was sleeping in the guest room,” I reply.

      “Were you alone?” the partner asks.

      “My aunt and grandma weren’t home when we got back that night, but I didn’t go to sleep alone. I went to bed with Mikey but when I woke up, he wasn’t there either.”

      “Where was he?”

      “I don’t know.” I cock my head to the side, studying the woman who is firing questions at me. “I didn’t get a chance to ask him before he was shot.”

      “Okay, so he wakes you up and then what?”

      “He puts a gun to my head and tells me to get dressed.” I can feel my father’s eyes on me as I speak. “He tied my wrists before we left the house and then he took me to the warehouse that you found me in.”

      “Do you know why he took you?”

      “My father is a union delegate for the Longshoreman’s Association. He wanted my father to have the ILA turn their heads and move drugs through the New York harbor.” I glance over at my dad. My story is partially true, my father did have ties to the union delegates. My grandfather was high in the ranks with the ILA before he died, that’s ultimately, how my father obtained control over the docks. “He told my father he’d kill me if he couldn’t get control over the docks.” I divert my eyes back to the police. “He would’ve killed me too if Mikey hadn’t found me when he had.”

      “What happened when Mr. Valente found you?”

      “Deke was about to shoot me, but Mikey shot him first,” I reply, closing my eyes as I recall the whole sordid tale.

      “When did your father show up?”

      With my eyes still closed and my mind playing back the scene, I answer. “Within seconds, Deke’s men started shooting at my father and his associates. Mikey couldn’t see anything going on because his back was toward it all as he started for me. When he finally turned around and saw what was happening, he saw one of the gunman try to shoot me.” I open my eyes, blinking away the tears. “He charged at me taking the bullet meant for me.” I swallow hard. “He saved my life.” I look past the police officers to the double doors they wheeled Mikey through so many hours ago, wishing I had the ability to return the favor.

      The male officer places a hand on my arm. “Have you been checked out?” he asks softly.

      “Not until I know what’s going on with Mikey,” I say stubbornly. He opens his mouth to say something, but my father walks over to us.

      “I’m ready to give my statement,” he says, shoving his hands into his pockets as he looks at me. “Give me a moment with my daughter and then I will meet you in the cafeteria.” The cops look at one another but then they turn to my father and nod.

      “I hope your boyfriend makes it,” the female officer says before walking away with her partner. I wait for them to disappear through the doors before looking back at my dad. He leans forward and presses his lips to my forehead.

      “I love you, Nikki. I don’t deserve to ask anything of you but I’m selfish enough to ask that you don’t doubt my love for you. I have made very bad decisions and maybe I was stupid enough to think that they never would affect you or your sister, but I swear to you I never wanted to hurt either of you. I only wanted to give you two girls the best possible life I was capable of. I swear on Val’s grave may he rest in peace that I never wanted to hurt Michael either. My intentions were pure when it came to him.” He lifts his hands from his pockets and cradles my face in his palms. “I’m sorry for every bad thing that ever touched you,” he whispers, pausing as if to memorize every feature of my face before smiling at me sadly. “I love you, my little girl.”

      His thumbs brush away the tears that fall from my eyes before he drops his hands to his sides. He looks over my shoulder at Aunt Gina.

      “Stay with her. Don’t let her wait alone.”

      “You’re just going to give your statement, right?” she asks skeptically.

      “Yes,” he says with a slight nod. He gives me one final look before starting down the corridor.

      “Dad!” I call. He stops mid-stride and turns. “I love you too,” I whisper.

      The corners of his lips curve as he smiles at me, placing his hand over his heart. Then he gives me a wink and turns back around. Aunt Gina’s arms wrap around me and I turn into her embrace, wishing my mother were here with me.

      “Are you the family of Michael Valente?” someone asks. Pulling away from Aunt Gina, I face the doctor.

      “Yes,” I say hoarsely, grabbing onto my Aunt’s hand for support, fearing what he is about to tell me.

      “It was touch and go for a moment, but he’s stable. The bullet ruptured his spleen, so we had to perform a splenectomy. He was brought in just in time. If we had waited any longer to do the surgery he would’ve died.” He pauses for a moment. “I’m pretty sure we were able to get all the fragments of the bullet too.”

      “He’s going to be okay?” I ask disbelievingly.

      “He has quite the recovery ahead of him and it’s very important for him to be monitored. With any abdominal injury such as a gunshot we worry about infection. Lucky for him the bullet didn’t puncture his stomach or his intestines.” He looks at me for a moment. “They’re moving him to recovery, but it will be a little while before you can see him, so why don’t you let me call one of the residents to check you out.”

      I open my mouth to object, but he holds up a hand.

      “If I had just gone through what he did the first person I’d want to see is my wife, but it would absolutely destroy me if she looked like you do.”

      “Okay,” I say reluctantly. “But then you’ll let me see him?”

      “You have my word,” the doctor promises.

      Relief settles in and I sigh.

      I just need to hold out a little longer and then I’ll get to see Mikey and tell him how much I love him.
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MICHAEL

        

      

    

    
      At the insistent beeping noise, my eyes flutter open, but I can’t focus. My body feels like lead and there’s a tube in my nose. Panic surges as I try to pull it out of my nostril, but then I stop myself, recalling bits and pieces of what happened.

      The shootout at Temptations, going on the run with Nikki, realizing I love her only for her to be taken from me. Everything hits me like a Mack truck, taking me back to when I chased the sounds of her cries, praying to God I’d be able to save her. She was tied to that chair crying and there was a man with a gun aiming it straight at her. I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, shielding her body with mine as the bullet hit me. The shrill sound of her cries rings in my ears.

      Did I save her? Did he get her after he shot me?

      I start to lift myself up but I don’t make it very far and my head falls back against the pillow. I’m confined by the tubes and wires. I move my hands in search for a call button or something that can get a nurse in here, but instead of finding a button my hand grazes something silky smooth. I will myself to look down and see what I’m touching and I almost cry out when I see my fingertips are touching her hair. Nikki is sitting at my bedside with her head laying on the bed next to my leg.

      Relief floods me as I continue to caress her hair. It dawns on me that I have survived the loss of my mother and father, but I would’ve never been able to bounce back if I had lost Nikki. She is everything to me. She makes this life worth living. She makes me want to be the best I can and not just because that’s what she deserves but because we both deserve it.

      I wiggle my fingers against her scalp. It’s a poor attempt to wake her up, but it’s the best I can do. I need to look at her and make sure she’s okay. More than that I need to tell her that I love her and I’m so fucking sorry I left her. If I would’ve stayed that dickhead never would’ve got to her. I would’ve killed him before he ever got the chance. I try to speak, but there’s a tube down my throat making it impossible.

      Nikki starts to stir as my fingers continue to work her scalp. She turns her head, her eyes locking with mine.

      “Mikey? Oh my God,” she gasps, covering her mouth. She stares at me for a moment before reaching out to touch my cheek.

      “You’re really awake, aren’t you? I’m not just dreaming?” she whispers softly.

      I shake my head, mesmerized by everything I see in her eyes. If I hadn’t been awake when she told me she loved me, I would’ve known right now that this girl loves me with every fiber of her being. I open my mouth wanting to speak to tell her I love her too—just in case my eyes don’t tell the story my heart is writing—but the fucking tube is in the way.

      “Don’t try to speak,” she says, taking in all the tubes and wires that I have attached to me. “I’ll get the nurse.” She leans down to kiss my cheek, before walking backward toward the door. It’s almost as if she’s afraid to take her eyes off of me. Like I’ll drop dead if she turns her back. Little does she know I’m never fucking leaving her again. She tears her eyes from me only to step outside the glass doors and shout to the nurses.

      “He’s awake. Can we get someone in here, please?” she hollers, turning back to look at me.

      I’m not going anywhere, Princess.

      She steps aside, allowing the doctor and nurse to enter my room. They hover over me, shoving a light in my eyes as they poke and prod.

      “I’m Dr. Peters, do you know where you are?” he asks me.

      I nod.

      “Do you know why you are here?”

      I nod again.

      Take the fucking thing out of my throat, Doc.

      “We are going to take the tube out of your throat. You may feel some discomfort, but it’s important for you not to make any sudden movements.”

      I nod again and watch as the nurse tells Nikki she needs to step out of the room for a moment. I hear her argue that she doesn’t want to leave my side, but the nurse assures her it will only be for a few minutes. Once they’ve convinced her to leave they work at removing the tube that’s been helping me breathe and it feels as if someone is shoving a knife down my throat. It takes all my willpower not to move as they finally dislodge the trach from my throat. My throat burns and I struggle with each breath.

      The doctor watches my oxygen levels as he weans me off and then turns back to watch me closely as I breathe.

      “I don’t want you to struggle. It will only hurt you more so if it’s too much for you to breathe on your own.”

      “No,” I rasp as pain shoots through my stomach, making the one word feel like such a chore. The nurse and doctor continue to monitor me and Nikki creeps back into the room. She stands to the side, allowing the doctor to do his job without any interference from her. I focus on her as the pain begins to ease, and I get used to breathing on my own again. I am still connected to some machines and I’m told that’s because of the major surgery I have just come out of. They are intravenously feeding me pain medication and antibiotics to keep any infection at bay. They tell me that I almost died, that I needed emergency surgery, and that they’ve removed my spleen. They also inform me that my recovery is going to be a bitch and then they scare the fuck out of me by telling me that any kind of infection while I’m healing can kill me.

      Isn’t life funny? Just a few weeks ago, I couldn't care less if I died and now more than anything I wanted to live. I wanted to plant roots and make a life for myself and I want Nikki in the center of it all. I guess life really can change in the blink of an eye and not always for the worst.

      Before they leave my room, they tell me to take it easy and try not to exert myself too much. If I have to cough they give me a pillow to hug to my belly like that’s supposed to ease the pain when my stomach feels like it’s being torn apart. We’re finally alone and Nikki walks to my side taking my hand in hers and smiles down at me.

      “Don’t talk,” she says when she sees me part my lips. “I’ve never been so scared in my life,” she says automatically, making me feel like shit for leaving her that fucking night. “I thought I’d never see you again.” She swallows and I can see she’s trying her hardest not to cry. “I thought I’d never hear your voice or your wiseass remarks again,” she laughs slightly. “I thought I wouldn’t get the chance to tell you how much you mean to me.”

      “I know,” I cut her off struggling to speak. I can’t make a big elaborate to do in telling her how I feel, but I’m not going to let another word come from that pretty little mouth of hers before I say what I almost didn’t get the chance to. “I love you,” I whisper, taking short pauses between each word.

      She smiles widely. “I know,” she says. The dam breaks free as fresh tears start to roll down her cheeks.

      I swallow hard. I hate that she’s crying—even if they’re tears of happiness. She’s cried way too much in the last few days.

      “Don’t cry,” I rasp.

      “Okay.” She wipes her cheeks with the backs of her hand.

      “You know what?” She sniffles and sits on the edge of my bed to be closer to me. “I love you too, Mikey.” She shakes her head as if she can’t believe we’re telling each other what we mean to one another.

      “So much more than I ever thought I was capable of.” She takes my hand in hers. I’m going to take care of you, Mikey. We’re going to take care of each other. Forever.” She swallows back a sob and leans in to press her lips gently against mine. I squeeze her hand hoping she understands the gesture is my way of sealing our promise to each other. From this day forward, it’s us against the world.

      She slowly pulls back from the gentle kiss we share moving back to sit in the chair she’s occupied for God knows how long and never lets go of my hand.

      “Get some rest,” she whispers.

      I close my eyes, knowing that when I open them she’ll still be right where she is now.
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Nikki

      I don’t know how long I slept for but when I awoke every bone in my body ached. My guess was it had to do with sleeping in the chair beside Mikey, but I’d take the discomfort any day of the week before I leave his side again. I sit up and find Mikey smiling at me.

      “Why didn’t you wake me?” I ask as I yawn.

      “You’re so pretty when you sleep,” he says. His voice sounds more like his own than when he first woke up, but it’s still strained. I lace my fingers with his and sit on his bed. “Are you okay?” he asks me, concern etched along his handsome face.

      “I’m fine,” I say confidently. “I was a little dehydrated, but they put fluids in me and now I’m good as new.”

      He looks down at my wrists, his thumb tracing the red lines that mark my skin from the zip ties. “I could kill that bastard.”

      I smile. “You already did.”

      “Good,” he says, closing his eyes briefly. “Hey, Nikki?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m going to marry you someday.”

      Yeah, he is.

      “Good,” I whisper, treating him with a wink. His smile widens and we don’t say anything else for a few moments.  A knock sounds on the door causing us to turn our heads. My father walks into the room along with the two cops who questioned me. He looks at them for a second and the female tips her chin, leading her partner back into the hallway.

      “It’s good to see you awake, Michael,” my dad says, walking closer to us. “The doctor says you’re likely to make a full recovery as long as you listen to them.” He cocks his head to the side, a knowing smile playing on his lips. We all know Mikey doesn’t follow rules well.

      “I plan on being the perfect patient,” Mikey says, looking at me.

      My father glances over his shoulder at the cops that wait by the door then turns back to us. “I don’t have much time, so I better cut to the chase.”

      I peel my eyes from Mikey and look at my father. “Are you going back home?” I guess he has loose ends to tie up and all that. I’ve been so preoccupied with what’s going on here that I didn’t even think to ask about my sister or Anthony.

      “Yes,” dad replies, looking down for a minute before lifting his gaze to Mikey’s. “I just came to check on you, son. I can’t thank you enough for what you did.” His gaze darts to me. “Taking that bullet for my daughter.” He shakes his head as his voice catches and brings his eyes back to Mikey. “I’ll never be able to repay you.”

      “I’d do it again in a heartbeat, Vic. I love her.” Mikey squeezes my hand.

      My dad tips his chin to our joined hands and smiles. “I think that would’ve made your father as happy as it makes me.” He pauses and looks at Mikey. “Can I ask a favor?”

      “Go ahead,” Mikey urges.

      “Will you take care of my little girl?” I watch as my father’s eyes well with tears. “I didn’t do the right thing by her always and I just want…” His voice cracks. “I just want to make sure that someone finally does. I don’t deserve the peace of mind, but if you could just give it to me anyway I’d appreciate it.”

      My father’s words sting because I know the guilt he is feeling is a product of the lashing I gave him. I didn’t mean to make him feel so horrible about himself, especially about the kind of father he was. Regardless of everything, my father provided a beautiful life for me and my sister. We never longed for a thing and most of all we never felt neglected or unloved. I feel awful for making him think otherwise.

      “Daddy, I didn’t mean for you…” I start only for him to cut me off.

      “Shh, it’s okay,” he whispers. “It’s going to be okay. I promise. Mikey’s going to take care of you—you’ll take care of each other.” He looks over his shoulder at the cops again.

      A sense of dread washes over me. Why does he keep looking at them?

      “Daddy, what’s going on?”

      “Nikki, come here,” Mikey calls, as he holds my father’s gaze. My gaze bounces between them as they share a look. A silent understanding.

      “I’ll take care of her,” Mikey vows, taking my hand in his. He pulls me closer and I look back at my dad.

      “Would someone please tell me what’s going on?”

      But no one answers.

      Suddenly, my dad turns around and gives the police a curt nod. He turns back to me and his eyes meet mine. The police step into the room, coming to a stop behind my dad and my dad’s eyes plead with mine.

      For forgiveness.

      For understanding.

      “Victor Pastore you are under arrest for the murder of Rico Sanchez. You have the right to remain silent, anything you say can be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you can’t afford one, one will be appointed to you. Do you understand these rights as they have been given to you?”

      “I do,” my father says, eyes fixed on me.

      Tears stream my face and I pull my hand free from Mikey’s as I shake my head, trying to make sense of what I’m witnessing.

      “What? No! Dad, what did you do?”

      “I love you,” he whispers as they cuff him.

      I hurry toward him.

      “Daddy, please! Don’t do this!” I beg.

      I stare at him for a beat, waiting for him to react. Then I realize he’s not going to, this is it. My father’s last stand. There is nothing I can do or say to change his mind. He is ready to atone for his sins.

      Closing the distance between us, I throw my arms around his neck and cry.

      “I love you, daddy.” I pull back and stare up into his eyes. “I’ll always love you.”

      “I love you too, sweetheart,” he rasps. I lower my arms from his neck and the police turn him around, silently escorting him out of the room.

      A sob sounds from the back of my throat as I watch him through the doorway. It takes everything in me not to follow him.

      “Come here, Princess,” Mikey pleads from the confines of his hospital bed. My dad disappears from my view and I turn to Mikey. Hurrying to his bed I cry uncontrollably. He takes my hands and pulls me onto the edge of the bed.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispers.

      My father was the first man I ever loved, and I’ve lost him now, but he left me in the care of the man I was meant to love for the rest of my life. The Valentes and the Pastores never had it easy in this life—our fathers both fell victim to the mob— but in the end, this generation isn’t as doomed as the one before it. Mine and Mikey’s love will always prevail.
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      Three Months Later

      I walk into the kitchen of Anthony’s apartment, dressed in one of the tailored suits that were collecting dust in my closet. I glance up at Anthony, who is dressed in a suit as well. Of course, it’s all black, the man always looks like he is going to a funeral.

      He hands me a cup of coffee and points to the newspaper on the counter. Taking a sip, I reach for the paper and shake my head when I read the headline.

      

      
        
        “The Day The Mob Died"

      

      

      
        
        Mark your calendars New York. Today is the day the jury decides the fate of one of the most notorious gangsters of our time. Victor Pastore turned himself in three months ago after confessing to a slew of crimes including the murder of his youngest daughter Nicole’s ex-boyfriend Rico Sanchez. If convicted Pastore can face up to life in prison.

      

      

      

      I stare at the picture of Victor leaving the courthouse yesterday for quite some time before Anthony takes the paper from my hands.

      “We better get a move on or else we’ll be late,” he says, grabbing a pair of miniature boxing gloves from the kitchen table.

      “C’mon bro, really?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest. “You’re not fucking funny. My pinky won’t fit in these things,” I argue, flicking the gloves that dangle from his fingers. The guy is always mocking me.

      He stares at me expressionless for a moment.

      “They’re not for you.” His voice sounds pained, but then again it always does.

      “Oh yeah? Then who are they for, smartass? I doubt Victor’s going to need them where he’s going,” I retort.

      “Actually, the can is where I took up boxing so do us both a favor and don’t speak unless you know what the hell you’re talking about.”

      “You know you’re going to miss me when I move out of here,” I tell him.

      “Don’t count on it, Mike,” he says as we walk toward the door. “And the gloves are for Luca.” He glances down at them and I swear the big brute smiles slightly, but as quick as it appears it’s gone. I follow him out the door, wondering just how close he was getting to A’s kid. I knew that the three of them had been holed up together in a safe house close to Canada when Nikki and I were in Florida, but like everything else, Anthony didn’t elaborate on how that played out for them. I noticed he had grown closer to the kid. There was even a few times I caught him asking Nikki how Luca was. I suspect much didn’t get resolved with Adrianna though since he was still pining away for her.

      We slide into the truck and Anthony starts it up. Nikki and Adrianna insisted that they escort their mom alone to the courthouse. Grace was having a hard time with the fact Victor was facing jail time and I completely understood her concerns. Life as she knows it is crashing down on her. I watched my mother deal with life without my father and knew that the next few months would be the hardest for the Pastore girls. I vowed to take care of Nikki and if that included caring for her mom and sister too then I’d do my very best.

      Almost dying can change a man and so can falling in love. The last three months have been both difficult and rewarding. I put my all into recovering from my gunshot wound so that I could be there for Nikki as her dad stood trial. It was a pretty cut and dry case due to the fact that Victor cooperated with the feds. He didn’t take down anyone else in the organization and Jimmy was running things now.

      When I was able to come back home Jimmy offered me a job, but I turned him down. I felt that life had given me a second chance to make something of myself. I got a job with the Department of Transit. On the weekends, I coach a youth football league and do construction jobs here and there when my schedule permits. I’m an honest, hardworking guy just like my mother always wanted, only I didn’t do it for her. I did it for me.

      Nikki is still working at the salon, but talks about opening her own someday. She’s even asked me to build it for her. We spend nearly every night together, but it’s getting a little ridiculous shuffling from her mom’s house to Anthony’s apartment. I’m hoping to convince her to move in with me, but I’ve been waiting for the trial to end before I ask her.

      We pull up to the courthouse and immediately we’re bombarded with reporters and cameramen, asking us questions about Victor. We brush past them and head into the courtroom. Nikki, Grace, and Adrianna are already there waiting in the row right behind where the defense sits. We make our way into the row. I take Nikki into my arms and kiss her softly.

      “Hi, Princess,” I whisper against her soft lips.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she says, taking my hand in hers as we sit down. Moments later the courtroom fills and the warden brings Victor in. He looks at his family and mouths that it’s going to be okay. Grace sobs quietly between her two daughters, her hands are balled into fists on her lap because she’s not allowed to touch him. We all rise as the judge enters.

      “Will the defendant please rise,” the judge says before turning around to face the jury. “Has the jury reached a verdict?”

      “We have your honor.”

      There is a pause and I swear it’s the longest pause in history. Nikki clutches my hand so tightly I think she’s broken my fingers, but I don’t say a word as I let her crush my hand.

      “In the people versus Victor Pastore we find the defendant guilty of murder in the first degree,” the head juror reads. Gasps are heard throughout the courtroom and Grace lets out an anguished sob. Anthony has to practically hold Adrianna up as she cries and Nikki stares at the jury in shock. I take her in my arms turning her face into my chest, muffling her cries. Victor turns around and his eyes meet mine as they continue to read the verdict, finding him guilty on all counts.

      I don’t know why he made the decision to turn himself in, but he doesn’t appear to have any regrets. In fact, he looks as if a load has been lifted from his shoulders. I’m sure he’s dying inside. The thought of being in prison for the rest of your life is terrifying, especially if you’re leaving a wife and children behind.

      The warden allows Victor to say goodbye to us before they take him back to Rykers. It’ll be a couple of days before the judge decides his sentence.

      After we leave the courthouse, we go back to Victor and Grace’s, and it’s like a repast after someone dies. Everyone is gathered together, food is brought in, and we temporarily forget that Victor is most likely going to spend the rest of his life in prison.

      Nikki comes up behind me and wraps her arms around my waist, leaning her chin on my shoulder.

      “Can you do me a favor?” she asks as her hand trails over my abdomen slowly.

      “Anything for you,” I say, placing my hand over hers.

      “Can you take me away from here for a little while?” she asks, kissing the back of my neck.

      I lace her fingers with mine and bring her around me so that we’re face to face.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I say, snatching the keys to her Mustang out of her hand.  I lead her toward the door. “Where do you want to go?” I ask even though I already know where I’m going to take her.

      “Anywhere but here,” she says as she climbs into the passenger seat. I lean down and kiss her quickly. I will kiss her properly eventually, but not until we get to where we’re going. If I’m lucky, everything will go the way I’ve planned and I’ll even get to taste that sweet pussy of hers. I’ll ride her all the way to oblivion and make her forget all her troubles. After all, I did vow to take care of her, and I plan to take good care of her tonight.

      The drive is quick and when I slowly roll up to our destination Nikki looks confused. She stares out the window at my childhood home in wonderment before looking back at me.

      “What are we doing here?” she asks curiously.

      “Do you trust me?” I ask, reaching for my door handle.

      “Of course I trust you,” she says with a smile. “But that doesn’t mean you get away without answering my question,” she says slyly causing me to laugh.

      I walk around the car as she slams the door closed and I take her hand, pulling her toward the house I grew up in. We climb the stairs together before I reach into my pocket and pull out the keys.

      “How did you get the keys?” she asks as I unlock the door.

      “Jimmy gave them to me when we got back from Florida.” I push open the door and flick the lights on, stepping aside for her to enter the house first.

      “So why are you still living with Anthony if this house is yours? I mean it’s yours, right? There’s no one else’s it could be,” she rambles.

      After Jimmy gave me the keys to the house I took a stroll down memory lane and walked through the house. It was funny how it looked just as I remembered it even though Aunt Gina and Nana had lived there for a few years. It was outdated and needed some work, so I busied myself over the last few months taking out the old features and replacing it with the ones that Nikki had described to me that she’d one day want in her dream house.

      I had promised her one day I’d build her the house of her dreams. I may have taken the easy way out by not building it from the ground up but every detail in this house was one out of her dreams. I had stripped the place and made it look like something brand new. I’d always look at the front of this house and think of my parents, but when I walked inside, I’d welcome the new memories this home would hold. The memories Nikki and I would make together. Well, that’s if she said yes.

      “Oh my God, Mikey!” she exclaims, walking through the house in awe of my work.

      “Did you do all of this?”

      I shove my hands in my pockets and shrug my shoulders. “Yeah, do you like it?” I ask, hoping that it is everything she ever dreamed of.

      We walk into the open kitchen and I watch as she runs her fingers over the granite countertop.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispers, lifting her head as her eyes met mine. “It’s just like the house I pictured in my head.”

      “Yeah?” I walk around the counter, caging her against it with both my arms. I lean down and nuzzle her neck for a moment before touching my forehead to hers. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “Oh yeah?” she whispers, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Why is that?”

      “Because I want this to be home, but it can’t be unless you share it with me,” I say huskily. “Move in with me, Princess.” My words don’t come out like a question but more like a demand as my hands move to her hips. In one swift move, I lift her onto the countertop and position myself between her legs.

      “What do you say? You and me forever?”

      “Forever and ever,” she says, wrapping her legs around my waist.

      I don’t give her a chance to say anything else as my mouth slams over hers, sealing our promise to share forever with one another.

      
        
        THE END
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      I tugged on my tie, uncomfortable wearing a suit to represent my family’s business, Fletcher & Sons Contracting at the Wilde Ski Resort. The Wilde family was hosting a charity event tonight, spearheaded by their youngest child and only daughter, Kylie Wilde, or as I liked to call her when we were kids, Baby Wilde.

      It was a good cause. She was collecting new or gently used athletic gear for use on the ski hills and monetary donations for kids that couldn’t afford lessons or the lift ticket.

      I’d been content staying on the outskirts of the crowd, nursing a drink at the bar. When Kylie crossed the room in a black, form-fitting dress with stiletto heels, my gaze went to the curve of her hip and that delectable ass I wanted to squeeze. When she came closer, I noticed how her hair curled around her shoulders, touching the bare skin I wanted to be intimately familiar with.

      When we were growing up, she’d been a tomboy, forever chasing after her brothers, trying to keep up with their antics. They thwarted her at every turn, so she became sneakier. We’d have epic hide-and-seek games in the lodge, and she’d hide, only to jump out at us. Her brothers were annoyed by her, calling her a pest. I’d thought so too, but as she got older, she filled out, lost the leanness from youth, and became harder to ignore.

      Her brothers made it clear to their friends that she was off-limits. There were a few times we found ourselves alone during hide-and-seek, and I’d like to say I kept my hands to myself, but that last time, I didn’t. I’d always been impulsive and a little reckless, and I’d been the same with Kylie.

      I felt guilty about it over the years. I’d betrayed my best friends with their sister. But Kylie left after high school and hadn’t returned, other than for short visits—until now. Her being home was difficult because that pesky attraction I’d always felt for her hadn’t gone away.

      I should have been focused on business. Usually, Mac or my dad would attend community events and fundraisers, but I’d been tasked with attending this one since Dad was doing less these days, and Mac spent more time with Natalie and her daughter, Delaney. Sam had a daughter, Maggie, so I was the only single one without a life.

      This was my chance to prove that I was responsible and could take on more tasks surrounding the business. I couldn’t get distracted by the Wilde brothers’ younger sister, who looked a lot like temptation on a stick.

      My goal for the evening was to talk to Kylie about the possibility of us working together on a sports charity. Mac came up with the idea after talking to other contracting businesses about their fundraising projects. We’d settled on sports since we’d all played baseball growing up, and Kylie seemed well-versed in the fundraising aspect.

      I needed to talk to her, but she was already speaking to a man in a suit who was in his thirties and looked all too happy to touch her bare shoulder and lean in close.

      My jaw clenched as she tipped her head back and laughed.

      I clenched my hands into fists, uncomfortable with the tightening sensation in my chest. When we were younger, I listened to her complain about her brothers, but I didn’t realize until she was older that we had a connection. One that wasn’t friendly.

      Xander approached me and followed my gaze to his sister. “As much as I like having her home, she’s trouble.”

      “Kylie?” I asked nonchalantly, as if he hadn’t caught me eyeing her from across the room.

      He shook his head in disgust. “I don’t like the way he’s touching her.”

      Me either, but I wasn’t saying that to her brother. Because I was having the same naughty thoughts that the other guy was having, and I was positive Xander wouldn’t appreciate it.

      Xander shifted so that I couldn’t see Kylie and the man anymore. “Apparently, he has deep pockets, and Kylie wants her little charity to be successful.”

      “Little charity?” It sounded like Kylie’s brothers didn’t respect her any more than they had when we were kids, even though she’d grown up, worked on her own in Europe, and returned home.

      Xander braced one hand on the bar while he signaled to the bartender that he wanted a drink. He shifted and leaned an elbow on the bar top. “I want her to stay, and if running this side thing is what she wants, I’ll let her.”

      “You’ll let me?” Kylie asked, her eyes spitting fire, and one hand moved to her hip.

      I shouldn’t be thinking about what she was wearing under that form-fitting dress. Not when her brother, who was my best friend, stood next to me.

      “You know that’s not what I meant. I love having you back.” Xander pulled her into a hug.

      I remembered Kylie complaining that they didn’t take her seriously. It appeared that not much had changed from when we were kids.

      I understood when she left. She’d felt stifled by her family’s lodge and this small town, but now that she was back, I was dying to know why.

      Kylie’s cool gaze moved to mine. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for Fletcher & Sons.”

      “Doesn’t your father usually do that, or even Mac?” Xavier asked.

      “Dad’s taking a step back. He wants us to take on more of the responsibility, and both of my brothers have kids now.”

      Kylie’s face softened. “Mac’s with my friend, Natalie, and Sam is with Alice.”

      “I see someone I know,” Xander said by way of apology, when someone in the crowd caught his attention.

      Kylie stepped closer. “What are you really doing here, Tyler? I never see you at these events.”

      My throat tightened at her proximity, making it difficult to breathe. It was probably best to talk about the reason I was supposed to be here and not why I enjoyed being close to her. “We’re looking to get into some charity work.”

      Kylie crossed her arms over her chest; the effect was pushing up the globes of her breasts. “And what? You’re here to take notes on mine?”

      I swallowed hard, looking anywhere but at her chest. “Not exactly. I was hoping we could talk about partnering on something.”

      Kylie’s face pinched, and I knew she was remembering how I’d left things. “I don’t think we have anything to talk about. Not after how you left things.”

      I’d left her in one of the lodge’s guest rooms, sleeping. I should have left a note or texted her afterward, but I hadn’t. Back then, I was petrified of crossing her brothers. It was a small town, and the Wildes were a prominent family. “I’m sorry for how I handled things.”

      Kylie huffed. “I’m a big girl. I’m not hung up on something that happened when we were kids.”

      She had been eighteen, but I had always thought of her as younger and more vulnerable. Probably because that’s how her brothers viewed her.

      “I’m sorry for the way I acted.” I used the only excuse that made sense at the time. “You know I’m friends with your brothers.”

      Kylie rolled her eyes. “They’re why I left. I couldn’t have a life with them hovering and ruining anything good that came into my life.”

      My brain snagged on the idea that maybe she thought I’d been some of that good, but I refocused on why I was here. “My brothers and I were talking about starting a charity, and we settled on baseball. Since we played and you played softball, we’d like to help local teams in some way. We’re just not sure how yet. You’ve done such an amazing job in a short amount of time with this event, and I was hoping you could give us a few pointers.”

      Her head tipped to the side, and her expression softened. “Is that all you wanted?”

      “We were hoping you’d partner with us since we heard you were interested in helping athletes.”

      She shook her head slightly. “Tonight was just a test to see if I could fundraise. I want to help female athletes. Growing up, the girls didn’t have the equipment the boys had. But I’m not sure that’s what you were looking to get into.”

      When I played baseball and football, I had everything I needed. But then the sports boosters raised money that went to the most popular sports—football, ice hockey, and baseball—all male-dominated sports. “What were you thinking?”

      “Our team shared batting helmets and bats. We never had a dugout. Sometimes we didn’t even have a bench to sit on. We sat on the bleachers with the fans. Our field was used for gym class, while the boys’ field was covered in a protective tarp.” Her tone was tinged with disgust, and for the first time, I realized how things might have been different.

      “I never thought about it like that.” It wasn’t my experience, and I was embarrassed to say I hadn’t been more curious back then.

      “I guess you wouldn’t.”

      My pitch had fallen flat, but Mac and Sam were depending on me. “I know you’re busy tonight, but do you think we can talk about this somewhere else? I’ll go back to my brothers with your ideas, and maybe we can still come up with something that will work for all of us.”

      “What’s your goal in all of this, Tyler?”

      “We want to get more involved in the community and give back. Mac’s contractor friend talked about renovating houses for those who are disabled.”

      “I’m almost positive that whoever Mac’s friend is, that cause was something important to him. If you want to get involved in the community or raise money for something, it should be something you’re passionate about. I just don’t see you getting behind female athletes when your business is comprised of men.”

      “You never know,” I murmured, a little distracted by the fire I saw in her eyes. This cause was important to her, and I knew she’d be successful at it. “I love your idea. I love what you’re doing here, and I’m confident we can do something together that will be amazing.”

      Kylie’s lip curled. “I’m not just throwing the Wilde name up on team jerseys or on a banner on an outfield fence.”

      My face heated because those were a few of the first ideas we’d come up with. “We want to do something more meaningful, something that will have an effect on the kids in the community and their ability to play sports. Buy the equipment they need. Sports are expensive, and these days, kids are expected to pay for the helmets, bats, cleats, and sometimes even the uniforms.”

      “I’m happy to talk to you about it and give you some direction.”

      My shoulders tensed. “But you’re not willing to partner with us?”

      She held up her hand. “I didn’t say that. If you still have my number, text me when you want to grab coffee. We can discuss it further.” Her tone was professional, but my heart rate picked up at the idea of meeting her for anything.

      “I’ll be in touch.” I wasn’t ashamed to admit I’d transferred her number to my new phones over the years, even if I never reached out. I wasn’t going to ask her if she’d done the same. I was stronger than that.

      She sighed and turned to leave.

      “Kylie?”

      She paused. Her brow arched. “Yes?”

      “I’m glad you’re back.” It complicated things. I was worried about her brothers finding out, but I liked having her home. I wasn’t going to think about why that was.

      “I’m not so sure I am,” she said when she spotted one of her brothers stalking toward us. She walked away before I could respond, probably trying to avoid him.

      “What were you talking to Kylie about?” Eli asked. He oversaw hotel management, so he was always visible at an event like this.

      “I talked to her about the possibility of working with Fletcher & Sons on a nonprofit.”

      Eli raised a brow. “Was she game?”

      I chuckled. “Not exactly. She has very clear ideas on what she wants.”

      “I just wish she’d tell us what that is. She came back after whatever the hell happened at her job in Paris. She won’t say why she left, why she’s back, or how long she’s staying.”

      I wanted to know more about her leaving her last job but asking would arouse Eli’s suspicions. “I can’t say I understand your sister.”

      Eli shook his head. “Me either.”

      “It might have something to do with us ignoring her when we were kids.” I hadn’t, but her brothers sure had. I’d never been able to ignore her. Every time she showed up where we were, I had this indescribable urge to protect her, to make her feel wanted, because her brothers always told her she wasn’t.

      “She was always following us around. We did what any big brothers would do,” Eli said as he leaned on the bar to order a drink.

      She was always sneaking out, trying to keep up with us, until that one time she got hurt. No one knew she was skiing on the hill behind us when she fell and broke her arm. I was the one who heard her cry out and carried her to the lodge.

      She must have been in pain, but she didn’t cry. Her face was white, and I talked to her until we were at the bottom of the mountain, and I handed her over to her father. After that night, she never showed up when we were out like that again.

      I wasn’t sure if it was her parents keeping an eye on her or if she didn’t want to get hurt again. I knew her brothers meant well. They pulled crazy stunts and were a little wild. They didn’t want her attempting to do the stuff they did. They wanted to protect her, but it came across like no one wanted her around.

      Whenever I found myself alone with her, she grumbled about how lonely she felt as the youngest of five siblings. Even when her cousins visited, they were boys and played with her brothers. Each time she confided in me, I sympathized with her situation. I thought she was tough.

      Eli took his drink, threw a few bills on the bar top for a tip, and turned to scan the room. “I heard you’re looking for a new place.”

      “I want some land to build on.”

      “Like Mac.”

      Not that I wanted to copy my brother, but his place was amazing. He built a large house at the base of the mountains with enough property to grow and enjoy for a long time to come. It was perfect because he’d recently met and started dating Natalie, Kylie’s childhood friend. She had a daughter, and he’d even gotten a puppy. He’d said he was lonely before they moved in and was happy to fill his house.

      I tried not to think about the fact that I’d be doing the same, building a house without someone to share it with. But then my goal wasn’t to be in a committed relationship. “Living downtown is getting old.”

      “What are you talking about? You always talk about how you can walk to the bars.”

      I chuckled and leaned an arm on the bar. “That’s not everything. Not anymore.”

      “Your brothers settled down, and you are following in their footsteps.”

      “They have their women locked down, but that’s not what I want.” I’d never thought about it too much. Mac had always been a romantic, wanting that relationship from a young age. When he got burned a few times, he took a step back, but we always knew his heart hadn’t changed. And when Natalie came around, we knew she was the one for him. It took him a little longer to figure it out.

      Sam was a single dad, so he’d had to grow up in his early twenties. He didn’t think he’d ever have a committed relationship since he had a young daughter, but then he’d hired Alice to be his nanny, and the rest was history.

      “I’m busy with work, and I enjoy my alone time too much to be committed to anyone. At least not anytime soon.”

      “Same,” I said as I watched Kylie work the room. This was her event, so she was meeting with everyone here, probably to drum up donations and generate interest in her cause.

      “I’m proud of her,” Eli said.

      “She pulled it together in a short time.” I hoped Eli told Kylie he was proud of her because I had a feeling they neglected little details like that when it came to their sister.

      “How long will she stick around? She’s never loved Telluride like we do.”

      “Maybe she never thought you wanted her here,” I said, repeating what she’d told me when she was eighteen.

      “How can you say that?” Eli asked, shifting so he could see my face.

      “She was always trying to keep up with you and your brothers, but you always told her she wasn’t wanted.”

      “She was the youngest, and we did some crazy shit back then. I didn’t want her to get hurt. Hell, she did get hurt that one time.”

      “Did you tell her that?”

      His jaw worked as he thought about it. “Not in so many words.”

      “Have you offered her a position at the resort?” I remembered that night we spent together; she was upset because she felt like there wasn’t a place for her at the lodge or in her family. The boys had taken all the available positions, and there was nothing left for her.

      “We never wanted her to feel like she had to stay here and work for the family business. We wanted her to have options.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t see it that way.” At Eli’s concerned expression, I held up a hand. “I’m just guessing.”

      Eli’s shoulders relaxed. “We’d love to have her here, but I don’t know where she fits in.”

      “I hope you figure it out before she leaves again.” There was no chance that I’d pursue anything with Kylie, no matter how much I’d wanted her over the years. I’d taken advantage of her that one night, and I felt horrible about it. But more than that, she deserved a relationship, and there was no way her brothers would be okay with her dating me.

      I wouldn’t do that to her or to her brothers. The Wilde family had always been good to me. I wouldn’t do anything to screw that up. Especially now that we wanted to partner with Kylie. A personal relationship would complicate things.
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      Since I’d returned home, I’d run into Tyler at the party Natalie had for her new B&B, but I hadn’t expected to run into him tonight. I’d never seen him in a suit, representing his business before.

      He looked uncomfortable in his suit, and it sent a pang through my heart that I did not want to feel. I wanted to shove his charcoal jacket off his broad shoulders, slowly unbutton that crisp white shirt, and find out if his skin was tan all over, and if he’d filled out since we’d seen each other last.

      One night. That was all we ever had. There were other small moments when we’d hid in closets and under beds, and one night when we’d found ourselves alone in a hotel room. I was fairly sure the others had given up on the hunt when we moved from the closet to the bed.

      Tyler had been the one to lock the door, but neither one of us wanted to turn on the TV. We talked about my brothers and the way they made me feel. Tyler had been surprisingly supportive.

      That night, Tyler wasn’t my brothers’ friend; he was just a guy who got me. And when we kissed, I stupidly told myself it was the beginning of something, not the end.

      Back then, I’d been naïve, and I’d learned my lesson. I wouldn’t allow myself to be vulnerable with a man again, especially not Tyler.

      He’d gotten his chance, and he’d screwed it up by leaving the next morning before I woke. I later learned that he’d left for college early, and he never texted or called. I thought after what we’d shared, it warranted some kind of response.

      I was a lot more careful with men since Tyler, but unfortunately, I fell into old patterns of bad decisions when I dated my previous boss’s son, Brad. Until I got ahold of my impulses, I wouldn’t be going there with a guy for a while.

      I came home to heal, to regroup, and to figure out what I wanted. It was surprisingly hard to know what you wanted when you’d always done things either because of or in spite of your family’s desires.

      This charity event was a test for me, a single push to raise money for equipment and lessons for kids who couldn’t afford them. I’d organized similar fundraising events at my last job, and I’d always wondered if I could do a better job without anyone else’s supervision.

      I was pleasantly surprised with the turnout. It could have been the Wilde name, the resort’s reputation, or my brothers’, but I liked to think at least some of the donors respected me and what I wanted to do.

      I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t intrigued by Tyler’s proposal. The thing was, I didn’t think I could be around Tyler. He churned up too many emotions. They hadn’t dissipated over the years. Instead, they’d reignited since I’d seen him again.

      He had no such qualms about being close to me. He wanted to work with me and seemed to have no issues with it.

      It was a good reminder that he was the older guy just playing around, and I was the stupid, naïve girl who thought it could be something else. I wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

      I’d meet with him because I was intrigued by his and his brother’s ideas. I wanted to help female athletes, but I didn’t have the capital to start a nonprofit.

      I’d already discussed the possibility with my oldest brother, Oliver, and he’d advised against attempting anything bigger than what I’d accomplished tonight.

      But if the Fletchers had some money to throw behind the project, I might be persuaded to give them a chance. The only thing was, I wasn’t sure if I’d be staying in town. I loved Telluride and the resort; I just never thought there was a place for me here.

      “Ms. Wilde, do you have a minute?” Mayor Todd Jenkins asked.

      “Of course.” He wasn’t married, and I’d heard rumors that women flirted with him.

      “I love what you’re doing here tonight. The city’s happy to support you in any way we can.”

      I gave him my full attention. “I’d love some help with identifying kids who’d benefit from the program, and I have a few more ideas for how I can expand it to something that could benefit the town.”

      He winked at me and smiled. “I love discussing ways to help the community. How about we schedule dinner soon so we can talk about the ways I can help you?”

      I noticed he’d said I instead of we or the city. It might have been a slip of his tongue, but I didn’t think so. As a politician, I’m sure he was used to watching every word that came out of his mouth and every gesture he made. “I’d love that.”

      He moved in close, touching my arm as he leaned in to say into my ear, “I’m looking forward to it.”

      I wasn’t in the market to date anyone, but it felt good to be desired. Especially when my presence had no effect on Tyler.

      I lifted my gaze, meeting Tyler’s irritated one over Todd’s shoulder. My lips tipped up at Todd’s comment. I briefly touched his arm in response, then moved toward the bathroom. I needed a moment away from everyone.

      I took my time in the bathroom, knowing as soon as I went back out there, I’d need to be on in a way I never had to be in Paris. Here, everyone knew me as the little sister, the one who tried to keep up with her brothers but never did. I wasn’t as fast on the slopes as Xander or as good at doing flips on a snowboard as Killian, not as smart as Oliver or as business-savvy as Eli. In fact, I never excelled at any one thing. The only thing that ever set me apart in the Wilde family was that I was a girl.

      When we were younger, my parents were busy running the ski resort, so I was left alone a lot. When I was older, they let me have friends over, which was always a blast at the lodge, but I never felt like I was enough by myself. As teens, my friends wanted my brothers, and I was a means to get to them.

      When I finally opened the bathroom door to leave, Tyler stood leaning against the wall across from me.

      “You need the ladies’ room?” I quipped as I attempted to move past him. I was a successful, confident woman; I shouldn’t feel anything when I was near Tyler.

      His fingers encircled my wrist, stopping my forward motion. “You okay?”

      “Of course.”

      “I saw you talking to Todd Jenkins.”

      “The mayor?” I asked to buy time, my heart thumping wildly in my chest because his hand still gripped my wrist loosely.

      Todd nodded tightly.

      “We were talking about raising money for needy kids. He’s going to help me identify which kids could benefit from assistance.”

      “I don’t think that’s all he wanted,” Tyler murmured softly, his voice vibrating in my chest at a frequency seemingly only I could feel.

      I tipped my head to the side. “What does it matter if he wanted more?”

      “It shouldn’t.” He tugged my wrist so that I moved closer to him. I felt like an insect trapped in a spider’s web, and I was transfixed by the web he was weaving.

      “But it does.” My entire body was vibrating with need as he held my wrist, and I stood within inches of the tempting warmth of his body. I arched a brow. “Is there something you need, Tyler?”

      His nostrils flared, and he shifted on his feet so that he was no longer leaning casually against the wall but stood straight. “How long are you sticking around?”

      “I’m not sure.” There was this heat when he was near me, a chemistry I don’t remember from when we were kids. I crushed on him and had this hero worship for him since he carried me down the mountain. Even though we messed around when I was eighteen, I hadn’t remembered this energy between us. It felt combustible. If one of us lit a match, we’d explode.

      Being near him was dangerous, and partnering with him and his brothers was not a good idea. I wished I could move away, but I couldn’t. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to work together.”

      Tyler grinned. “Are you afraid you wouldn’t be able to resist me?”

      I snorted and stepped back until my wrist fell from his hold. I didn’t acknowledge that I missed the contact. “I can resist you.”

      Men in Europe were confident in a way most Americans weren’t. They were more adventurous and attentive in bed. I was more experienced than that eighteen-year-old girl he left sleeping in a hotel room that night.

      He moved close to me in the same manner that Todd had earlier. Except this time, I felt his proximity in the hair that stood up on my arms and neck and the slight anticipation in the way my body leaned toward him. “We’ll see about that.”

      When he moved away, the air around me cooled considerably. Why did I let him get to me? The thing was, he was so different from when we were kids. He was all man and more confident. I had a feeling he’d be skilled in the bedroom—not that I should even be thinking about that.

      I went back to the event but didn’t see Tyler for the rest of the night. When everyone was gone, I went through the donations and found a sizable check from Fletcher & Sons, written by Tyler. Had he anticipated donating before he arrived? Was that his purpose in being here tonight, or was it the potential partnership?

      A needy part of me, the girl who wanted closure after we’d hooked up in that hotel room, wanted to know if it was me, but I quashed that notion quickly. There was no way Tyler would ever consider dating me, not with his friendship with my brothers. Besides, if we partnered together, it would make things messy.

      He’d always see me as his friends’ younger sister, nothing more. A part of me wanted to prove to him that I was all grown up now. I was a confident woman who could have a fling and walk away. I could prove to him and to myself that I could resist him.

      But I wasn’t as confident about that part. I’d hear what he had to say about this potential partnership and then turn it down. I could always use the excuse that I wasn’t sure how long I’d be in town.

      No one expected me to stay, so it wouldn’t be a surprise when I left. There was nothing for me here. There never had been. The ski resort was my brothers’. My parents let them run it almost entirely on their own now.

      There was never any room for me, not when I was in college and certainly not now. The hollowness in my chest threatened to overwhelm me, but I added up the donations and made notations in my spreadsheet. The evening had been more successful than I’d anticipated.

      I’d hoped my friends, Natalie and Alice, could come, but they both had children. Natalie had Delaney, and Alice had Sam’s daughter, Maggie. They didn’t go out a lot anymore, and I couldn’t blame them. I hoped the fact that they were dating Tyler’s brothers wouldn’t make for awkward encounters while I was in town.

      I should reach out to more of my high school friends if I was going to stick around. Just because Natalie and Alice were in serious relationships didn’t mean that I had to stay home. I could go out and have a good time.

      Oliver came into the room. “How’d you do?”

      I tilted the screen so he could see the total numbers.

      He whistled. “That’s impressive. I’m proud of you.”

      I shouldn’t have felt any pleasure at his words, but I did. I still sought their approval when I received so little of it. When would my brothers stop seeing me as their little sister and, instead, as an adult they respected?

      Eli and Xander walked in next. They stood behind my chair, looking at the numbers over my shoulder.

      Eli ruffled my hair. “You did good.”

      I felt a rush of pride. I’d set out to do something at the ski resort, and I had. “It will be good publicity for the business.”

      Oliver made a noise of disagreement. “This was all you. We just provided the venue.”

      “You know everyone donated based on the Wilde family name and the resort’s reputation.” They hadn’t invested in me.

      “You’re the one who came up with the idea and organized everything. You were the face of the cause tonight,” Xander said.

      “I don’t know.” I had planned everything, but it felt a little too similar to what I’d done in my last job. Organizing big events for other people and organizations. None of it was mine.

      “You’re not giving yourself enough credit,” Oliver said, taking a seat next to Eli across from me.

      “How are you going to distribute the money?” Oliver asked as he leaned a hip against the desk.

      “I’m meeting with Todd to discuss ways to target the kids who’d need it the most.” I had more ideas, but I didn’t feel comfortable sharing them with my brothers yet.

      “You could also reach out to social services and see if they have any tips,” Eli said, the one in charge of managing the hotel. He had a knack for finding the solution to anything.

      “I’d say that’s a better bet than Todd. I think he wants more than your charity work,” Xander said.

      “When will you stop caring about who I date?” I asked them, the familiar irritation flaring to life.

      “Never,” Xander said, softening his response with a wink.

      “You’ll always be our little sister,” Oliver said.

      He was the oldest and the one I was the least close to. By the time I was in fifth grade, he’d left for college.

      I sighed, weary of pointing this out. “I’m not little anymore. I’m a grown-up and can handle myself. If you want me to stick around, you need to start treating me as the independent woman I am.”

      Xander winced. “You haven’t been around in a while. We just need to adjust to having you home.”

      “We want you to stay. I hope you know that,” Eli said, ever the peacemaker in our family.

      “I lived on my own in Europe. I don’t need you warning me off guys.” Silence fell between us. “Not that it matters. I’m not ready for a relationship yet.”

      Eli leaned his elbows on his knees, his eyes soft. “You want to talk about that?”

      “I don’t ever want to talk about men with you. Any of you.” I gestured around the room at them. I was closest to Killian since we were nearest in age, but I wouldn’t even talk to him about guys.

      There was some agreement between them to thwart any relationship they discovered. They were notorious in high school for warning guys off me. No one wanted to cross a Wilde boy. They were known for being reckless, eager to get into a fight, and held the power to ban them from the resort. The last part probably wasn’t true, but kids always believed it when they said it.

      “As long as you don’t date any of our friends,” Xander said.

      Xander was the adventurous one and usually pulled our older brothers out of their serious and contemplative moods. Growing up, we joked that Oliver and Eli both had oldest-kid syndrome, and the younger ones just got wilder and more fun loving. No one included me in those descriptions. I was merely the youngest, the only girl. I was an afterthought. “I’m not ready to date, but even if I was, your friends wouldn’t look at me twice.”

      Xander crossed his arms over his chest. “Then we’ve done our job.”

      “You don’t need to protect me from anyone.” With three of my brothers in the tiny office, their eyes on me, I felt like I was under a microscope.

      Oliver shifted his weight. “We don’t want you to feel like we’re interfering.”

      I bit back the familiar feelings of resentment and said, “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me since I’ve been home.”

      “We just want you to be happy,” Xander said.

      “I am.” Except I wasn’t even sure what that word meant. It seemed like something elusive that other people experienced. I hadn’t felt truly happy in a long time.

      I’d wanted to leave Telluride after high school, and I had. I stayed away for years, but now I was back, and all my old insecurities were popping up again. I could stay and deal with it or run away again.
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      I spent the morning touring potential properties to build my new house. A few were just lots so I could build exactly what I wanted, but my realtor insisted on showing me a couple of houses. I wanted a new build like Mac had.

      There were a few possibilities, but I wanted to show my brothers. They both had a good sense of what lots were conducive to building. I was a little wary of making such a big decision without their approval.

      I intended to meet my brothers at Mac’s house afterward. Their women, Natalie and Alice, had gone shopping together, leaving them with the kids. When I arrived, Delaney was pushing Maggie on the new swing Mac had hung from a large tree in his backyard.

      It was one of those round discs that could spin in any direction. Delaney was taking turns pushing Maggie and spinning her in circles. High-pitched screams and giggles floated over the yard to where we sat on the patio.

      I balanced a beer bottle on my thigh as I considered my brothers. Mac stood in front of the grill, and Sam sat next to me.

      Over the past few years, our parents allowed us to take over more of the business, and the charity project was solely ours.

      “How’d it go at Kylie’s event the other night at the lodge?” Mac asked.

      “I don’t go to many of these, but it seemed well-organized. I hope she raised a lot of money.”

      “You have a chance to talk to her about our ideas?” Sam asked.

      I thought back to the way she looked in that dress and the way her eyes flashed as she talked to me. “She’s skeptical about working together.”

      Mac frowned as he turned to face us. “Why?”

      “She wants to help female athletes.”

      “We want to help athletes. I don’t think gender matters,” Sam said.

      “She said boys’ sports tend to have more support and funding from the schools.”

      Sam frowned. “That’s unfortunate.”

      I hadn’t thought about the fact that Mac and Sam might be amenable to her suggestion because they had daughters.

      “She mentioned female players not having a place to sit at softball games, having to share bleachers with the fans.”

      “She wants to provide dugouts? That’s an expensive proposition. I was thinking more along the idea of providing gear like she is for the skiing and snowboarding.”

      Mac turned his attention to the grill, turning the hamburger patties. “We work in construction. We could provide the lumber and labor.”

      “You’re seriously considering this? I thought this was more of a raise-money-and-hand-it-out-to-the-most-deserving-team kind of thing,” I said, resting my elbows on my thighs, dangling the bottle between my legs.

      Sam mulled over his words. “It makes sense. We can get wholesale prices on the lumber and provide free labor.”

      I thought about what it would mean to build dugouts for Kylie’s project. She’d raise the money, and we’d provide the lumber and labor. I couldn’t help but wonder if she would help too. She was sexy in that dress, but there was something about seeing her in a tank top and cutoff jeans with a tool belt that got me going. I wanted to dirty her up.

      “I kind of love the idea,” Sam said to Mac.

      I leaned back in my chair. “Should we build dugouts only or expand it to include sports equipment?”

      Mac placed the patties onto a platter. “I have to say, I love the idea of it just being dugouts. We could expand to something else later. And we don’t have to say it’s just for female teams. We open it up to anyone who needs them. It protects the athletes from sun and rain and provides a team atmosphere. The coach is able to address the team without the distraction of parents and siblings on the bench.”

      “You’re really on board with this?” I asked them.

      “Kylie wants to build dugouts; we have the labor and supplies she needs. It’s the perfect partnership,” Mac said to us.

      “It sounds like her fundraiser was successful. She’d handle that part, and we’d do the construction,” Sam added.

      I mulled over what they were saying in my head. It was a natural partnership. There was no way she could turn us down.

      “Someone has to do the work. Why not us?” Mac, ever the reasonable one, said.

      “I like it,” Sam added as Maggie raced across the lawn and landed on his lap. “What do you say, Maggie-girl? You want to help us build dugouts?”

      Her nose wrinkled. “What are dugouts?”

      We all exchanged a look.

      Sam ruffled her hair. “I think it’s time for your baseball education to begin.”

      We’d grown up playing Wiffle ball in the backyard. There was always a game in progress, the bases leaving permanent bare spots in the yard. My dad hated that balls and bats were always strewn across the yard. But we wanted to pick up where we left off every time we headed outside. It was a never-ending baseball game, but my mom liked to say it was a never-ending fight because we fought about strike zones and outs.

      When Maggie noticed me, she scrambled off Sam’s lap and moved over to me. I lifted her in my arms, loving the tickle of her hair against my cheek, the warmth of her body against mine, and the way she looked up at me with her big blue eyes.

      She loved having uncles, and we teased her by pretending to fight over her. She was surrounded by love. I pulled up a picture of a dugout on my phone. “See, the players sit inside this in between plays.”

      “It’s like a house,” Maggie said, getting excited.

      “Exactly. It’s a house for baseball players. Want to help us build them?”

      “Can I play inside?” Maggie asked.

      I would have said yes to whatever she wanted. “Once construction is done.”

      I had visions of her learning the construction business alongside us, but she was only five. Construction zones were still too dangerous for her.

      “Can you build me one?” Maggie asked me, and I knew I’d have a hard time telling her no.

      Mac waved a hand at us. “She saw a picture of these storage houses in backyards that had been turned into a playhouse.”

      “What do you want it to look like?” I asked her, never wanting to deny her something that we could make for her.

      We scrolled through pictures, and she pointed out the designs she liked and explained how she wanted room for a table and chairs, maybe even a play kitchen. The windows would have curtains, and the house itself would have a tiny porch.

      I heard Natalie and Maggie come home from their shopping trip. I didn’t move from my spot since I was holding Maggie. Mac went inside to help them with the packages and bags.

      “You going to talk to Kylie about the dugouts?” Sam asked me.

      “I was supposed to text her about meeting up sometime this week.”

      Sam stood. “You can talk to her tonight. She’s here.”

      “She is?” I asked. Maggie scrambled off my lap and raced toward Alice, and I followed her. Alice lifted Maggie in her arms and gave her a smacking kiss on her cheek. She squeezed her tight and said how much she missed her. But it was Kylie standing next to Alice that had my attention.

      She wore a sundress and a jean jacket, with white sneakers. It was cute and sporty. Her exposed skin was tan and soft-looking. I stood and moved closer to her. “What are you doing here?”

      Her eyes widened. “I went shopping with Natalie and Alice.”

      A weird sensation entered my stomach. They were friends. I’d be seeing her all the time. “You hang out together.”

      “Do you have a problem with that?” she asked, moving past me to sit in one of the chairs.

      I returned to my seat and said, “I was just surprised.”

      “I was friends with Natalie when we were kids, and she introduced me to Alice.” The look she gave me said everything—she didn’t think she owed me an explanation, but she gave me one anyway.

      “That makes sense.” My brain was still trying to play catch-up and make sense of the fact that Kylie was in our lives now. She wasn’t the younger sister of the Wilde brothers I could easily avoid; she was best friends with my brothers’ fiancées. There’d be no avoiding her.

      “You’re close to Maggie?” Kylie asked.

      She must have seen her sitting in my lap. “She’s my niece.”

      Sam grinned. “Mac and Tyler are enamored with her. There’s nothing they wouldn’t do for her.”

      “Which apparently means building a playhouse,” Mac said.

      “Can you show her the picture, Uncle Tyler?” Maggie asked, coming up to my side. She was an ace at getting us to do whatever she wanted. All she had to do was ask in that baby voice, and I was mush.

      I opened up the pictures and handed my phone to Kylie.

      Kylie scrolled through them as Maggie sidled up next to her. “These are so nice. What will you have inside?”

      Maggie went through her ideas, her hands gesturing wildly as she described everything she wanted. When she was done, Kylie said, “That sounds amazing. You’re a lucky girl.”

      “She’s lucky she has two uncles who will indulge her every whim,” Sam said.

      I was close with my brothers because we worked together, but we were good friends too. When Sam had Maggie, it brought us even closer. Maggie’s mother moved to Maryland, and he needed our help. It was a little less now that he had Alice, but we still loved spending time with Maggie. And now that Mac was dating Natalie, we had her daughter, Delaney, to spoil too.

      Mac pointed the spatula at Sam. “Your house will be done soon. We’ll build the playhouse inside this winter and then put it out in the spring.”

      Maggie’s ears perked up at that. “I can play in it over the winter?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Sam said.

      Sam was building a house on a property he’d purchased. He was taking his time, building it to his exact specifications.

      “As soon as Sam’s done building, Tyler will be ready to start his,” Sam said, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “You’re building a house?” Kylie asked.

      “I want more space.”

      “A house is a lot for a single guy,” she said.

      “Mac built this place before he met Natalie. I originally moved to an apartment downtown so I can walk to the bars, but it’s getting old. I’m ready to have more space and a view like this from my back patio.” I gestured toward the mountains.

      “You have that rooftop deck at your place,” Mac said.

      The entire town was located in a canyon, so the view of the mountains was spectacular from the roof. But I wanted to see the view from my windows. I wanted to wake up to it every day. I wanted the silence that came with living in the country. I was done with the activity in town. I’d said I was ready to settle down, but that wasn’t it. I didn’t want to share my space with anyone. I just wanted more of it.

      “I’ll have room to build something—like Maggie’s playhouse—if I have a garage.”

      “You want a separate work shed?” Mac asked thoughtfully.

      “I think so.” Although I hadn’t given it too much thought before today. Mac and Sam would have more kids, and I wanted to build them things. Maybe even a dollhouse.

      “You’ll need a patio and an outdoor kitchen,” Sam said. He’d recently added an outdoor space construction branch to our contracting business. He’d created incredible spaces at his house, Mac’s, and Natalie’s B&B in town. But the demand for his expertise was growing.

      “I’d love it, but only if you have time.” I didn’t want to take away from his work or time with his family.

      Sam shook his head. “I make time for family. Besides, you’re building Maggie’s playhouse.”

      I chuckled. “A playhouse and a house are not the same.”

      “You know what I mean. Family comes first.”

      Something flashed in Kylie’s eyes, and I wondered if she was thinking about her brothers. She’d complained that she was something of an afterthought. I didn’t think a lot of people knew Kylie. She’d left when she was young, and no one understood why she’d stayed away. I wondered if Alice and Natalie did.

      I could have brought up the partnership proposal, but I wanted to wait until we were alone. I wanted her to know I was taking the lead on it, even if my brothers were helping. It was an excuse to spend more time with her without my brothers hovering nearby.

      “You hungry?” Mac asked as he plated the patties for us and the hot dogs for the kids.

      “I’m starved,” Natalie said.

      Alice sat in Sam’s lap. “Shopping works up an appetite.”

      I was the only single Fletcher now. Mac had always been a guy who wanted to settle down with a woman, and Sam hadn’t thought it was possible for him with a daughter, but he’d found love with his nanny. I had no serious prospects and wasn’t looking for any.

      I was content being single. Building a house was a big project that would keep me busy. I didn’t need anyone else’s opinion on what kind of house I should build. Sam changed his plans for Alice, but I didn’t see that happening to me.

      I had plenty of time before I thought about having what they did. I wasn’t even sure I wanted it, as much as I enjoyed spending time with my brothers and their burgeoning families.

      We moved to sit around the table as Mac placed the food on a platter in the center, and Natalie grabbed napkins, silverware, and glasses. I enjoyed these evenings with my family. Sam had created a nice space to gather outdoors, and we liked to enjoy it as much as we could before fall turned into winter.

      When we finished eating, the girls raced around the yard, playing some version of tag, and Mac turned on the heaters.

      “You happy to be back?” Sam asked Kylie what I was hesitant to do.

      “I love Telluride. The view, the clean air, and the stars,” she said as she tipped her head slightly back as if she could see them, but it was still light out.

      “You here to stay?” Mac asked.

      Kylie chuckled. “I have no idea. My work history consists of working in a hotel in Paris. There’s nothing similar here.”

      “What about the lodge? It’s not as luxurious as where you worked, I’m sure…” Mac trailed off.

      “My brothers have it handled,” Kylie said simply. There was no censure in her voice, but I heard the emptiness and the unspoken words—there wasn’t a place for her.

      I hated that she felt that way. My dad made sure there was space for me and my brothers in the business, while assuring us we could pursue whatever we wanted. We didn’t have to work for him, but we wanted to. When Sam wanted to branch out to create patios and outdoor kitchens, my dad supported him.

      “I’m sure they’d make space for you,” Mac said, but I wasn’t so sure.

      The Wilde brothers had been running the resort for a while, and they were set in their ways. They’d never included her in anything when they were younger and she came home from college on breaks.

      “I used to organize events at the hotel. It was kind of my specialty, and I always wondered what it would be like to do it myself. The fundraiser I held the other night was supposed to be a test of sorts.”

      “How did it go?” Sam asked.

      I’d have to start thinking of her as my future sister-in-law’s best friend and not my best friend’s younger sister. But I wasn’t sure either was a good option.

      “Surprisingly well. It was something people could rally behind. The local sports stores were the biggest contributors, offering to put bins at their stores to collect lightly used equipment and offering a sizable donation. But it was the smaller donations from local businesses that all added up. I have to thank Tyler and you guys for your donation. I wasn’t expecting it.”

      “We’re happy to donate to a good cause and support the Wilde family,” Mac said, probably not realizing this was Kylie’s thing and not her family’s or her brothers’. It was important to her to be seen as a separate entity, a force all her own.

      I saw that. I always had. When her brothers brushed her off or pushed her away, I wanted to extend an olive branch, but back then, they would have teased me, saying I had a crush on her. And maybe I did, but I think I just saw someone who was lonely and wanted to be included.

      As the middle child, I’d always gone from Sam to Mac, playing them off one another. I’d never truly been alone. But that fear was there that I’d be left out.

      “Who wants dessert?” Natalie asked as the kids cheered, and the talk of Kylie’s charity event was forgotten.

      I was the only one who noticed she was quiet for the rest of the night. I wanted to take her aside and tell her I got her. But we weren’t friends.
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KYLIE

        

      

    

    
      When I went shopping with Natalie and Alice, I hadn’t expected to find Tyler at Mac’s house when we returned. But I’d have to get used to him hanging around Natalie and Alice. It would have been nice to have a girls’ night out at a wine bar in town, or even dinner, but both of my friends had kids. They had responsibilities, and they wanted to spend time with their significant others. I couldn’t blame them.

      I’d heard that Tyler enjoyed the single life, living near the bars downtown and generally liking being unattached. I wondered if his buying property and building a house signaled a change in his life.

      He was settling down, and I felt more unmoored than ever. I thought I’d be promoted up the chain of management at the hotel I worked for. I never should have hooked up with the owner’s son. It was cliche, and I should have known it wouldn’t end well for me, especially when there was a no-fraternization policy. When Brad’s father and my boss found out, I was the one reprimanded and let go. I should have known a family member would inherit the business, not someone from outside. But I’d only taken that risk because I thought what I had with Brad was special. It turned out he had a history of dating employees. I was just one of many.

      How could I fit in somewhere when there was never a place for me? Because I was the youngest of five, and the only girl, , my parents didn’t really know what to do with me. They were past the point of buying new toys, even if I was a girl. Any desire for a dollhouse or dolls was dismissed. Finally, I gave up and decided to be more like the boys. That didn’t work either. Why was I always trying to fit in somewhere I didn’t?

      Today, I was supposed to meet with Tyler to discuss his plan for a partnership. I was sure I’d turn it down. This was my thing, and I had no interest in sharing it with anyone.

      I wanted something just for myself. I loved organizing the event and talking to people about my plans. It was exhilarating. And the best part was, I loved helping people. The last thing I wanted to do was get involved in something that would force me to work closely with Tyler. It was playing with fire.

      When I arrived at the coffee shop, I found Tyler leaning against the brick wall, his head bowed over his phone.

      The air was chillier today, a hint of the fall weather that was just around the corner.

      I paused in front of him, and he slowly lifted his gaze to meet mine.

      “Hey.” I fiddled with the chain strap of my designer purse. I’d dressed professionally in black slacks, a silky white button-down, and my favorite red patent leather shoes.

      I’d worked in Paris. I was a sophisticated woman. I didn’t revert to being “that Wilde girl” just because I was back in my hometown. I wasn’t sure why it was so important for Tyler to see the distinction between how I was then and how I was now.

      Tyler straightened, still a head taller than me, even in my heels. Then he grinned. “Thanks for joining me. I was initially thinking we could get coffee, but I’m kind of hungry. Want to do lunch?”

      Before I could say no, because I wanted to limit our time alone together, he’d gripped my elbow and guided me down the sidewalk. “You always dress like this to meet an old friend?”

      I scoffed. “This is a business meeting with a potential associate.”

      Tyler glanced down at me and winked. “And catching up with an old friend.”

      “We weren’t friends.” Especially not that night when we’d given in to our desires.

      “Are you sure about that?” His breath ghosted over my ear.

      I barely suppressed the shiver that his proximity gave me. “I’m positive.”

      He’d worn jeans and a light jacket over a T-shirt. He was casual, and I wondered if he’d decided to play this meeting a different way. No matter what his plans were, I’d keep it professional. There’d be no talk of the time he’d seen me naked.

      He’d obviously felt bad, or he would have talked to me about it a long time ago. Instead, he’d kept it hidden—our little secret from everyone.

      He opened a door for a pub-style restaurant, and as soon as we stepped inside, I relaxed. I was used to men in France taking me to fancy restaurants, but this was more how I’d grown up. I enjoyed the casual atmosphere, the dark wood paneling, and the deep booths.

      “Is this okay?”

      I raised a brow as the hostess led us to a booth in the back. “It’s a little too late to ask now, isn’t it?”

      Tyler chuckled. “You’re a fun date. Sweet and kind, with a fire simmering underneath.”

      We sat across from each other as the hostess handed us the menus. When she left, murmuring something about returning for our order, I said, “I’m only like this with you.”

      It was like he’d lit a match in me at eighteen, and it had been burning bright for him ever since.

      “Is that right?” he asked with a slight cock to his head.

      “It’s nothing to get a big head about,” I said as I scanned the menu. I wanted a big, fat, juicy burger, but I’d be good and get the seared salmon with a side of vegetables.

      After we ordered, Tyler set his elbows on the table. “Watching your weight?”

      I frowned. “Why would you ask that?”

      Tyler tipped his head. “You ordered the salmon when you wanted the burger.”

      I chuckled and glanced around self-consciously. “How do you know that?”

      “When we were kids, you were a burger-and-fries kind of girl.”

      “You paid attention?” I’d always annoyed my brothers and their friends.

      “I noticed you.” His voice was softer.

      There was something about his admission and the way he couldn’t quite hold my gaze. We had a few moments, like the time he carried me to the lodge when I broke my arm, the few times we found ourselves in the same hiding spot, and of course, when we hooked up. But I never thought he saw me as anything more than the Wildes’ younger sister.

      Before I could figure out how to respond, he cleared his throat. “I believe we’re here to discuss our future partnership.”

      I held up a hand to stop him. “I never agreed to anything. I said we could talk about it.”

      Tyler grinned, his earlier discomfort gone. This was the Tyler I remembered from when we were kids. He was quick to flirt and charm. “You want to provide a service to kids who need something, and we can provide it.”

      I barely suppressed an eye roll. “How so?”

      “You want to help out teams who don’t have dugouts, and we can supply the materials and labor.”

      “You’re going to build the dugouts,” I said, letting the disbelief I felt tinge my voice.

      “Me and my brothers, along with our crew.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked, my heart thumping. I thought I’d raise some money and give it to the teams. I hadn’t planned on being directly involved with building anything, but the idea had merit. I loved being involved in these fundraisers, but what better way to be involved than to build exactly what they needed? I could see the project through to the end.

      “I never lie about construction,” Tyler teased.

      “You realize this is a nonprofit. I can’t afford to pay you for the labor. Even the lumber might be pricey.” I wasn’t sure how much we could raise, or if anyone in the community would even be interested in helping. Building dugouts would be an expensive proposition. It’s why I was inclined to provide equipment first.

      “I thought you wanted the teams to have the same amenities as others.”

      “I do, but building dugouts is expensive and labor-intensive.” I didn’t have to crunch the numbers to know lumber was expensive, and labor more so.

      “If we’re going to do this, we want to contribute directly. You mentioned that not every team has dugouts. They protect the players from the weather and allow them to be together instead of seated with the fans. I think it’s a worthy cause, but we’re in a unique position. You need the labor that we can provide.”

      I tipped my head to the side, still not quite believing him. “And you want to do this? You want to volunteer your time to provide this at no cost?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?”

      “A little. I know you’re busy. Mac and Sam have families to think about.”

      “You can help too.”

      Was he asking me to help with the build? I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. “I was planning on raising the money. I’m good at planning events, marketing, and getting people behind a cause.”

      “I have no doubt, but I think you need to get your hands dirty. You could even learn a new skill.”

      My eyes widened. “You want me to help you build the dugouts?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? You contribute, learn a new skill, and the kids get their dugout. It’s a win-win.”

      I didn’t like the idea of working with Tyler, especially when I knew Mac’s and Sam’s availability had to be limited. But it spurred other ideas for the fundraiser. “What if we reach out to teams, ask if they need one, and get the team involved in the fundraising?”

      He smiled widely. “You want the team to help build the dugout?”

      “I mean, there are insurance issues to consider, parents’ permission, and we’d have to be careful, but I kind of like the idea.”

      “I love it. We’ve always wanted to work with the community and help kids. This is perfect.”

      It would make for a great cause. “Those who donated would be able to come to a ribbon-cutting ceremony to see the final product. We can post online and even get the newspaper involved.”

      Tyler smiled. “I’m full of great ideas.”

      I was too excited about it to take offense at Tyler’s cocky smile and the way he relaxed back in the chair, one arm thrown over the booth behind him. He looked relaxed and confident.

      “So, we’re doing this?” I asked, my stomach fluttering with excitement. “Can you run the numbers? Let me know how much lumber and materials will cost and how many hours of labor will be needed. Even though we’ll have a lot of hands, it might not be the skilled labor you’re used to.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”

      My cheeks heated. “I think we should talk about what happened. Clear the air, so to speak.”

      “What about?” he asked curiously.

      I looked away from him, suddenly uncomfortable. “You know that night we got stuck in the hotel room together.”

      He chuckled, and it went straight through my chest. “We didn’t get stuck there. I locked us inside so we could be by ourselves.”

      Now my cheeks were hot because I hadn’t told him we should do that. I’d finally gotten Tyler right where I wanted him, and I wasn’t going to walk away before I got the kiss I wanted. I got a hell of a lot more than that too. It was my best memory and my worst because he never called after that. “The reasons and circumstances don’t matter. But we’re going to be working together. I don’t want to have anything unresolved between us.”

      “I can be professional,” Tyler said, his expression serious.

      “I can be too.” Or at least I hoped so. My former boss would disagree. But when it came to working with Tyler and his brothers, we didn’t have a choice. I didn’t want to mess up something that had the potential to be amazing.

      “The only question is, how long will you be here? If you have plans to leave, it doesn’t make sense to start anything.”

      I sighed. “I don’t have any concrete plans, but let’s take it one project at a time. You get me the numbers, we’ll see if it’s doable, and then we’ll reach out to a few teams.”

      “We need to make sure we raise enough money to cover one, much less multiple dugouts. My mom’s great at fundraising. She works with one of the local organizations, runs their bingo nights, and is always stuffing baskets to help one group or the other. She might be helpful to you.”

      “That would be amazing. Thank you, Tyler.” I needed to clear this awkwardness I felt around him. He’d been casual, quick to flirt or wink, but that didn’t mean anything to him.

      The first few times we ran into each other, I felt an undercurrent of something else. But today, he was light and fun. It was clear he didn’t have any unresolved feelings toward me. I was just convenient that night. What teenage boy would turn down a girl who wanted to mess around? It hadn’t meant anything to him. I wished I could say the same.

      But the more I was around him, the easier it would be. This was just a little test. He was a means to getting what I wanted.

      “So, you’re in?” he asked after the server gave us our food.

      “I’m agreeing to research it further. I’ll look at the numbers, and we can see if it’s feasible. I appreciate you offering to help. I couldn’t do something of this size without you and your family’s business.” I hadn’t even allowed myself to dream this big. I used the dugouts as a way to show the inequality in sports, but Tyler zoned in on it and was offering a real plan to fix it.

      “We wanted to do something tangible, to showcase our business and provide something to the community.”

      “It’s kind of perfect.” And I was excited to get started. When I returned home to Telluride, I had no idea what I’d do. I just knew I needed the comfort of the only home I’d ever known. I needed to escape what had happened and put distance between myself and my mistakes.

      We dug into our food for a few minutes, both of us lost in our thoughts. “The salmon is amazing.”

      Tyler surprised me by reaching over to cut a piece and popping it into his mouth. After he chewed and swallowed, he said, “You’re right. It’s great.”

      “I didn’t say you could eat my food.” I let the irritation with him slide through my voice, but I was uneasy with being so familiar. I didn’t think I’d ever dated a man who was comfortable enough to steal food from my plate. Maybe it was because Tyler knew me when we were kids. We didn’t have those same boundaries between us. If so, that didn’t bode well for our future working relationship.

      “How else was I supposed to test your claim?” Tyler asked with mock surprise.

      I rolled my eyes but enjoyed the banter. “Take my word for it like any normal person.”

      “What fun is that?” Tyler winked as he took a bite of his chicken. “I’ll let you have mine.”

      I shook my head, even as my cheeks heated. Why was it that everything he said sounded like an innuendo? I was enjoying our meal more than I thought I would. I figured I’d hear him out, finish my coffee, and be on my way. I hadn’t anticipated sharing lunch or that his ideas would be so attractive. Tyler was surprising me in the best ways.

      It would be difficult to work with him because of my childhood crush, but it would be worth it if local teams got their dugouts. I could only imagine how excited the kids would be.

      “Why don’t you come over for Sunday dinner? I’ll get the numbers you need, and you can talk to my mom about fundraising.”

      “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to intrude.” I’d heard about their family dinners. Both Alice and Natalie adored the Fletcher family. Both of them hadn’t had the best family experiences, and Mr. and Mrs. Fletcher had accepted them into theirs.

      “You won’t be.”

      I wanted to ask if he’d asked anyone else to join him for family dinner, but I was afraid I didn’t want to know the answer. I hadn’t heard that Tyler had ever been in a serious relationship, but maybe I was wrong. And if so, I didn’t want to know about it.

      I was getting in deeper with Tyler. I’d be working with him and his family, and I wouldn’t do anything to mess that up. I’d already screwed up enough in my life, and my brothers didn’t expect much from me. I wanted to prove that I was worthy. That I wasn’t just some flighty girl who traveled the world and came home when she screwed up. I wanted to do something meaningful. Something that didn’t have much to do with my family’s business.

      This was the perfect solution. So even if I had to work with Tyler, it would be worth it.

      “I look forward to working with you, partner,” Tyler said with his signature wink.

      “If we’re going to work together, no more flirting,” I said, a little uncomfortable that I let him know it got to me.

      He drew back as if I’d surprised him. “This isn’t me flirting. This is just who I am.”

      If he was like this with everyone, no wonder I’d crushed on him as a kid. I didn’t stand a chance. But I had grown up, dated around, and been burned. I wouldn’t make the same mistakes again. Guys who were quick to flirt or wink weren’t to be trusted. Just because I’d known Tyler all my life didn’t mean he was any different.
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      I thought I could make it through a casual lunch with Kylie Wilde, but I was wrong. I covered my reaction to her with flirting and winks, but my charm didn’t work on her. She saw right through it. Probably because she knew me when I was younger.

      I didn’t know how I was going to work with her and keep my hands off her. The only thing that kept me going was imagining her working with me on the dugouts. I wanted to teach her how to build something. Would she enjoy creating as much as I did?

      I’d always viewed my job as creating something new out of something old and used. The owners of the homes we worked on were always happy with the result. I could only imagine these kids would be the same.

      I was excited about this project. More than I thought I would be. I’d have to see what deal I could get for the lumber. Maybe our supplier would be willing to give us a steeper discount if we promised to put their name on a plaque somewhere in the dugout.

      Now that I had this vision in my head of Kylie in cutoff jean shorts, wielding a hammer, I couldn’t forget it. Especially seeing how excited she was with my ideas. I wanted to make it happen. I could tell she needed this right now. Whatever had happened to bring her home was still eating at her.

      I wanted to help her out with this one thing. It had nothing to do with crushing on her as a teenager or that the one night we’d shared had been too short. She was out of bounds, off-limits. She’d always be my best friends’ younger sister. Nothing would change that.

      Her brothers wouldn’t come around to me pursuing their younger sister. They’d always been protective, and with her coming home and not knowing the reason, they had to be more concerned about her. I wouldn’t do anything to violate their trust.

      Xander met me out at a bar near my apartment. As nice as it was to walk, I was tired of living in such a confined space. It was a small one-bedroom with a tiny kitchenette.

      We sat at the bar, watching the baseball game on TV.

      Xander tipped his bottle back. “I heard you’re working with Kylie on something.”

      I tensed, even though there was no way he knew about the time we hooked up. Kylie would never tell her brothers. “My brothers and I want to get more involved with charity work and the community. Figured it could only be good for the business, and I like the idea.”

      Xander frowned. “Why isn’t Sam or Mac heading it up?”

      I smacked his arm. “You don’t think I’m responsible enough to handle it?”

      Xander chuckled. “You know I do. I just didn’t think you’d be interested.”

      “So, I’m a self-centered ass?” I asked, irritation lacing my voice.

      Xander shot me a disbelieving look. “You’re grumpy tonight.”

      I grunted because I was annoyed. I wanted his younger sister in my bed, but instead, I was drinking a beer with him.

      “It sounded like Kylie was impressed with your ideas.”

      “She mentioned something about the girls’ softball teams not having dugouts, or even a bench to sit on. Seemed like something we could provide.”

      “You’re providing the lumber at a discounted cost and the labor?”

      “It’s the least we can do. We didn’t want to just give money or put our name on a banner. We wanted to contribute in a meaningful way. What better way than to build something the team can use?”

      “I think it’s a great idea, and obviously, Kylie does too. Will you be able to raise enough money for it?”

      “I asked our supplier for a discount in exchange for their name somewhere. I still need to run that by Kylie. This is her baby.”

      “It’s nice of you to help my sister. I appreciate it.”

      “You know, this was her idea; we just offered to help.” I didn’t want to take away from Kylie’s ideas or take credit for something that wasn’t mine.

      He slapped my shoulder. “I’m just hoping this project will keep her in town.”

      “I don’t think anything will keep her here if she doesn’t want to be.” That had been my impression over the years when she rarely returned for the holidays. I thought it was because of me, that I hadn’t reached out to her afterward, and hadn’t explained myself adequately. That the night might have meant something to her. The familiar guilt settled in my gut.

      I always told myself I was reading too much into things. Kylie had always been a confident girl. She wasn’t hurt by what had happened. She’d moved on and became a successful woman. She wasn’t still thinking about me and my teenage mistakes.

      “Still. I appreciate you giving her something to hold on to here.”

      “She mentioned something about there not being a place for her at the resort. You think that’s why she was so quick to leave after school?” It wasn’t my place to say anything, but I wanted to know.

      Xander frowned. “When did she say that?”

      “You know how she’s friends with Natalie and Alice?” At Xander’s nod, I continued. “She was at Mac’s house one night and mentioned it in passing. She didn’t explain herself, but I was curious.”

      “I didn’t think she wanted to work for the resort. I mean, she worked for some fancy hotel in Paris. What could she possibly want with a ski lodge?”

      I shrugged, hoping he didn’t read anything into my curiosity. “You won’t know unless you ask.”

      The bartender dropped off a bowl of freshly popped popcorn, and we dug in.

      Xander chewed as he watched the game on the TV. “You’re being cryptic tonight.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on with her. But if you want her to stick around town, you might want to find out.”

      He bumped my shoulder. “Since when are you into feelings and shit?”

      “Who said anything about feelings? You want your sister to stay, then find out why she won’t. It’s simple.”

      “Since when are you the relationship guru?”

      I shrugged, hoping he couldn’t see right through me. “I was just trying to help.”

      “You should probably stick to your wood and tools.”

      “Asshole.”

      “You know it.” And just like that, we were back to normal, exchanging barbs and ribbing each other.

      We talked about the game and what was going on at the lodge, but we didn’t talk any more about Kylie. I wanted to get my mind off her, even as it kept circling around to why she was back and if she intended to stay. The only way to find out was to get closer to her. I hadn’t been that interested in spearheading this project, but now that Kylie was involved, I was all in. Even if it was the dumbest move I’d made in a long time.

      When it came to Kylie Wilde, I couldn’t resist her. She was sexy and sophisticated, and I wanted to dirty her up. I wanted to strip her of that protective armor she wore to lunch, the silky top, the pressed slacks, and those killer heels. What would she look like in nothing but those stilettos?

      I shifted on the barstool, hoping Xander didn’t guess where my thoughts had gone. I was imagining his younger sister naked. He’d kill me if he knew. It was one thing that I’d screwed up when I was eighteen, but I was older now. I knew better than to get involved with her. It wasn’t worth ruining a lifelong friendship over.

      Kylie needed a friend in town, and maybe I could be that for her.

      When the game was over, it was close to ten. Colorado had won in overtime, and I needed to get up early.

      Xander walked with me to my apartment. “I’d appreciate it if you could keep an eye on her.”

      “Eye on who?” I asked, dreading what he was going to say.

      “Kylie. I don’t know what’s going on with her, and you’re the only one close enough to find out.”

      I held up my hands. “I’m not close to your sister. Her best friends are engaged to my brothers.”

      “You know what I mean. You are partnering together on this project, and you see her with your family. Just keep an eye on her. Let me know if you figure out what’s going on.”

      “You know I’d never betray her confidence.” One thing she’d confessed that night in the hotel was that her brothers always found out about guys who were interested in her and made sure they weren’t anymore. I wouldn’t interfere in Kylie’s life, not when I knew how difficult her brothers made things for her.

      “I’m not saying that.” He sighed and hung his head before slowly lifting his gaze to meet mine. “I just need to know if she’s okay.”

      My throat tightened. “I can do that.”

      He looked relieved as he pressed a hand to my shoulder. “I appreciate that. You’re a good friend.”

      Guilt curled through my chest because I’d taken advantage of his sister. When it happened, she was legally an adult, but Xander wouldn’t see it that way. He and his brothers would see it as a betrayal.
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      On Sunday night, I told Kylie I’d pick her up and drive her to my parents’ house. She gave me the address of one of the A-frame cabins on the resort’s property.

      When I pulled up, she was already sitting on the front porch, waiting for me. She bounded down the steps and made her way over. Today she wore tight jeans, a black sweater, and boots. She looked like the Kylie I knew when we were younger.

      I reached over to push the door open for her because she didn’t give me time to walk around and do it properly. Her hair fell loose around her face, and her freckles were visible. I wondered if she’d covered them with makeup at our lunch. I preferred this fresh-faced look.

      Kylie buckled her seatbelt. “I could have driven.”

      “What would be the fun of that?” I flashed her a smile before pulling out of the driveway. My heart beat hard in my chest because I didn’t want her to see what I’d never been able to hide around her—I liked her as more than friends.

      When she didn’t respond, I asked, “Why are you staying in a cabin and not with your parents?”

      Her nose scrunched. “I think you know the answer to that.”

      “You need your space?” I guessed with a glance in the side mirror as I signaled to change lanes.

      “My brothers would be popping in every day to check on me, and my father would be asking me what I intended to do next. As if there was never a time in your life you could press pause.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?” I glanced over at her.

      “What? Pressing pause?” she asked, and at my nod, she continued. “I needed a break after—you know, leaving my job.”

      I wanted to ask about the circumstances surrounding it but wasn’t sure if she’d answer me. “Care to share?” I might have been friends with her brothers, but we’d shared things over the years. I felt like we had a connection. That I could trust her, and I hoped she felt the same about me.

      She let out a long breath and looked out the window. “I dated the owner’s son. I think we all know how that turned out.”

      “You lost your job, and he didn’t?”

      She blew out a breath as she turned so that her knee was folded on the seat, and her body turned slightly toward mine. “That’s the long and short of it. The bitch of it was—I knew better.”

      “We all make mistakes in relationships.” Not that I’d been in any serious ones, but I’d screwed up things with her.

      She tipped her head to the side. “Have you?”

      I felt her gaze on the side of my face. “You want to know about me?”

      She laughed softly. “I’d love to hear about someone else’s mistakes for once.”

      “I’ve never even been in a long-term relationship. I never really wanted to, or no one appealed to me. I didn’t like anyone enough to take that leap, I guess. There’s no story.”

      Kylie shook her head in disgust. “Men. I should have known better than to get involved with Rick. He swore it wouldn’t make a difference, that I was special. If we were the real thing, then what did it matter where I worked or who his father was?”

      “It always matters,” I said thinking of her brothers.

      “Right?” She was quiet for a few seconds before she asked, “So, no one has ever caught your eye, huh?”

      “Nope.” Just you.

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Sam knocked up a girl when we were young, and I saw how that worked out. Felicia left him here to raise Maggie by himself. He had plenty of help, and I love Maggie, but I wasn’t eager to follow in his footsteps. Then there’s Mac. We always called him the hopeless romantic. He always fell hard and fast. Every girl he dated was his girlfriend. He had two serious relationships, but both girls ended it when he was looking for more. It broke his heart, and I wanted no part of that.”

      “And now he has Natalie.”

      “Natalie and Alice are awesome. Perfect for my brothers. But I don’t see the same thing happening to me.”

      “Then what’s the deal with you buying property and building a house? That’s a pretty big commitment.”

      “I love Telluride. I love working for my family and living near them. There’s no reason to rent anymore. Besides, I love Mac’s house, his property, and the view. I want that for myself.”

      “I can see that. I just never felt like I belonged here, you know?”

      “Maybe it’s not so much a location as the people you surround yourself with.”

      Kylie sighed. “My brothers pushed me away with their overprotectiveness and opinions about how I live my life. I guess I just wanted space.”

      “And now you’re back.”

      Her lips turned downward. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “You were thinking, I’m going to start this amazing nonprofit that’s going to give athletes what I didn’t have.”

      “You make it sound great, but we’re not feeding the hungry or giving coats to the poor.”

      “But you could do that. You start with the thing you’re most passionate about, and then you expand.”

      “Are you saying that fundraising is my passion?”

      “Maybe it’s helping others.” I huffed out a laugh. “You worked in the hospitality field. What is that except for helping other people? Now you get to do it on a different scale. You choose the beneficiaries, and you get what they need.”

      Kylie reached over to touch my forearm, the warmth seeping through the thin long-sleeve shirt I wore. “I love your idea so much, Tyler. I can’t even tell you.”

      I parked in the driveway in front of my parents’ home. “You can say, Tyler, you’re brilliant.”

      Kylie groaned. “You’re impossible.”

      “But you love me anyway.” I kept my tone light because she obviously didn’t, but she liked me. She’d felt enough for me to confide in me at one point. She apparently said more to me than to her brothers. There was something between us.

      “I don’t know why I talk to you.”

      “Because we’re friends.”

      She met my gaze, her eyes considering me before she finally agreed. “I suppose we are.”

      Had I said something wrong? Had I misread something? “We’re going to be working together, so it only makes sense.”

      “No, you’re right.” She climbed out of my SUV before she smiled at me. “Friends it is.”

      Her smile and her words fell flat to me, but I didn’t have a chance to analyze them because Mac was already opening the door as we stepped onto the porch.

      A smile spread over his face. “Well, what do we have here? Is Tyler bringing home a girl for the first time?”

      “First of all,” I said as I shouldered past him and inside the house, “be respectful. Kylie’s a woman, not a girl.”

      Mac closed the door as I turned to face him. “Which you’ve obviously noticed.”

      “We’re working together on the dugout project, remember?”

      Mac waved a hand at me before placing it on my shoulder like we were the best of friends and he wasn’t razzing me right now. “This is the first time you’ve ever brought a woman home.”

      “You know it’s not like that.” I pulled away from him as we entered the kitchen, used to his ribbing. Even though we were adults, in this house, we acted like teenagers again.

      “Oh good, you’re here,” Mom said.

      Natalie sat at the table with Delaney and Maggie, who were coloring next to each other. Alice and Sam stood by the counter, drinks in front of them. The slider was open slightly.

      Dad must have been by the grill. He used every opportunity to fire it up now that he had the outdoor kitchen Sam built him.

      “You see who Tyler brought?” Mac asked the room in general, but I was positive it was directed at my mother, who wouldn’t be satisfied until all her sons had settled down with someone.

      Mom held Kylie’s hands. “Kylie Wilde. Tyler said you’d be here. I’m so happy you could join us.”

      Kylie hugged my mom before looking around at us.

      “I wanted Kylie to talk to Mom about fundraising,” I said by way of explanation.

      Mom waved a hand at Kylie. “I don’t even see it as fundraising. I make an offer they can’t resist, and they hand me their money.”

      “You’re good at it,” Mac said, respect in his voice.

      Mom grinned. “I can talk to you about it while the baked potatoes finish cooking.”

      When Kylie smiled at me, I nodded and headed outside to see my dad. The kitchen felt a little too heavy with expectation. I hadn’t thought about the fact that my brothers would assume Kylie meant something to me if I brought her to Sunday dinner.
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      I tried to focus on what Miranda was saying about fundraising, but my mind was on Tyler and his brothers, who followed him outside. When we arrived, Tyler seemed a little uneasy with Mac’s teasing.

      Did he not see me as girlfriend material, or was it the girlfriend aspect itself he wanted nothing to do with?

      “I think what you’re doing is great. The community will rally around you for sure,” Natalie said from the kitchen table.

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” I said, refocusing on the conversation.

      “You go into something like this with a pure heart, and people will respond to you,” Miranda said.

      “What things do you raise money for?” I asked her.

      “Several of the boys’ baseball travel teams. The Lions Club supports the boys’ baseball fields. The money we raise through the group provides money for the fields, and the money I raise goes toward equipment, bags, and uniforms for the teams.”

      “Who sponsors the softball teams?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “I’m not sure. The baseball fields have been on the group’s property for years, ever since my boys were young. I was never involved with softball, not having any girls.”

      “I want to figure out what they need, raise money, and provide it.”

      “That’s not too different from what I do.”

      “I just hope people are willing to fork over money to support the girls’ teams.”

      “Why are you building dugouts?” Delaney asked.

      I moved to sit with them at the table. “It protects the players against the weather—rain, wind, and the sun. Plus, it helps you stay together as a team. Otherwise, they have to sit with the fans, which can be distracting.”

      “That makes sense,” Delaney said.

      “Do you play?” I asked her.

      “I never have before,” Delaney said, her attention on the coloring page in front of her. It wasn’t a typical child’s coloring book. It was one of those ornate patterns that appeared to have a castle hidden in the middle.

      “We’re still getting settled at school. We haven’t signed up for any outside activities yet,” Natalie said.

      “I loved playing sports.” It was the one time I had someone to play with. I thought if I learned the various sports my brothers played, they’d eventually let me join.

      “Did you play softball?” Maggie asked me.

      “It was my favorite sport, but I played soccer and basketball too.”

      “I want to play,” Delaney said.

      “Should we sign you up for spring?” Natalie asked her.

      Delaney’s tongue darted between her lips as she concentrated on coloring the leaves that covered the castle. “Can Mac coach?”

      “We’ll see,” Natalie said.

      “I bet Sam and Tyler would help,” Alice offered.

      This is how I’d always wanted my family to operate. If one person participated in something, everyone pitched in to help. Everyone was interested in what others were doing and showed up at games to support them.

      By the time I was in sports, my brothers were preoccupied with high school and, eventually, went away to college. My parents were always too busy with the resort.

      I could imagine that if the brothers coached Delaney’s team, the whole family would show up at games to watch. It was funny how I’d come from a large family, and everyone assumed we were close, but there was this divide between us.

      My brothers were this tight-knit group that no one could penetrate, and I think my parents let it go.

      Tyler’s father came inside with a platter of barbecued chicken, and Tyler followed with a bowl of grilled veggies. It smelled amazing.

      We got up and helped Miranda set the large table that overlooked the backyard. I couldn’t help but wonder what the men had been talking about. Were they giving Tyler a hard time for inviting me here?

      Tyler and I sat next to each other, with the length of Tyler’s leg pressed against mine.

      My pulse pounded in my ear as the food was passed around. I quickly learned that teasing was usual among the brothers. Natalie and Alice watched with amusement but didn’t get in between them.

      Occasionally, Miranda would scold them like they were little boys, but for the most part, their energy was high. I ate my chicken, veggies, and potato while allowing the conversation to flow over and around me. This was what I’d missed growing up. Large family dinners where we shared about our days. Everyone was too busy with various sports and activities, and my parents were busy with work.

      The Fletchers were a cohesive group, and the room was filled with love.

      After dinner, we helped clean up. When Maggie suggested s’mores, Mac grabbed the marshmallows, chocolate bars, and graham crackers while his father grabbed the skewers. I stuck around the kitchen with Miranda, Alice, and Natalie while Miranda made a quick batch of hot chocolate.

      She placed small bowls on a serving platter, and we helped her fill them with candy cane shavings and miniature marshmallows. When the mugs were full, I helped carry them outside to the patio table.

      The view was similar to Mac’s. He must live nearby. There was a playground in the yard, obviously new, meant for their grandchildren.

      Everyone grabbed a hot chocolate from the table, doctoring them with their favorite fixings before gathering around the fire. Wooden Adirondack chairs were placed in a circle, but Maggie and Delaney grabbed the skewers and placed large marshmallows on the ends.

      Tyler helped Maggie with hers, guiding her to the fire to keep a steady hand on hers. Each time she got too close, he drew her back. He squatted next to her, talking softly to her, while her eyes flitted between him and the fire.

      It reminded me of the time I went to Mac’s house with the girls, and Maggie was sitting in his lap. He loved his niece.

      “Is there anything you need to tell us?” Natalie asked as she and Alice flanked me a few feet away from the warm fire.

      “No.” But I couldn’t take my eyes off Tyler. He lifted Maggie’s skewer out of the fire and blew the flames until they were out. Then he helped her place the blackened marshmallows between two graham crackers and a square of chocolate.

      “He’s sweet with Maggie,” I said to them.

      “There’s nothing sexier than a man with a kid,” Natalie said.

      Alice and I both looked at her, and she shrugged. “What? It’s true.”

      We were childhood friends, but she moved away for college, got pregnant with Delaney, and married the father, Carter, soon after. She recently moved back as a single mother, renovating a B&B in town. Mac had been the foreman on her project.

      “I have to agree,” I said, still watching as Tyler licked a glob of marshmallow off Maggie’s fingers.

      “Tyler adores Maggie. He says he doesn’t want to settle down, but I don’t know. He’s such a family man.”

      “He’s even watching Maggie for us next weekend while we go out.”

      “Is that usual?” I asked Alice.

      “Sam said he babysat more before he hired me to be the nanny,” Alice said, sipping her hot chocolate.

      “When we first moved here, Mac went with Delaney to her daddy-daughter dance. She was hurt that her father couldn’t come.”

      I remembered keeping her company that night. She was worried Delaney would get upset about her father not attending, but she’d been content with Mac. They were close now.

      “I have to agree, a man around children is attractive. I never thought I’d say that before.” Watching the Fletchers with the girls had my insides melting.

      Mac had been roasting some marshmallows on a skewer when he asked Natalie, “You want one?”

      Natalie moved toward him and said, “Yes.”

      “You guys are so cute together with your little families,” I said to Alice, feeling a little left out. Although it was perfectly fine to be single in Europe, here, there was a little more pressure to settle down. Although I wouldn’t exactly call it pressure. It just looked so nice to be in a relationship where someone else asked about your needs and offered to take care of them.

      Where men were enamored with little girls. I’d need to hit the bar scene soon so I could remember what stage of life I was in. I wasn’t ready to settle down anytime soon. Especially since I hadn’t figured out what I wanted to do with my life yet.

      Alice nudged my shoulder with hers. “You could have a Fletcher brother for yourself if you wanted.”

      “Even if I was interested in Tyler, which I’m not—” I paused because he lifted Maggie in his arms and said he was going to hose her down. Her cheeks were covered with sticky marshmallow and her fingers in melted chocolate. When he walked into the house with her, I continued. “He’s friends with my brothers.”

      “So?” Alice asked.

      “My brothers warned all guys off me in high school.”

      “You’re not in high school anymore.”

      “I don’t think my brothers remember that. I’m still their younger sister and must be protected from their friends at all costs.”

      Alice frowned. “I doubt that’s true anymore.”

      “Oh, it is. Besides, Tyler wouldn’t want to ruin his friendship with them.”

      “You’re talking like you’ve thought about this.”

      I sighed. I hadn’t planned on telling her anything, but it would be nice to confide in someone. “Nothing is happening now, but I had a crush on him when we were kids.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Then she caught my expression and said, “Oh, something happened between you? Do your brothers know?”

      “Nope, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “We need to have a girls’ night soon to talk about it. I have a feeling there’s a lot you’re not telling me.”

      I nodded because Natalie handed me a plate with a s’more, and I sat down in front of the fire to eat. I was happy to have something to focus on besides how hot it was that Tyler was taking care of Maggie with an ease that suggested this was something he was used to. He hadn’t shied away when she was sticky with marshmallow, and that was to be commended.

      When they returned, her face and fingers were clean, but Tyler’s shirt was wet. He sat down next to me. “Oh, I see how it is. You get the s’mores while I watch the kids.”

      “I think you snuck a few bites of hers. Besides, it looked like you were happy where you were.”

      Tyler smiled at Maggie, who was now sitting in Sam’s lap. “She’s the best.”

      “You’re good with her.”

      Tyler smiled easily. “I’m babysitting her next weekend. Want to come and help?”

      I was a little surprised he’d asked, but I was curious to see him in action. “I’d love to.”

      He arched a brow at me. “You don’t have anything better to do on a Saturday night?”

      “As you can see, most of my friends are paired up.” My best friends now were Natalie and Alice.

      “It kind of happened overnight. For a long time, it was just Maggie who was the center of everyone’s attention.”

      “Do you miss those days?” I asked him, genuinely curious.

      “I love that Mac finally found the right woman. He’s always wanted to be a family man. And not just with our extended family. He wanted it for himself.”

      I never thought of myself as someone who’d want to settle down any time soon, but seeing this family interact, I could see the appeal. “Are you next?”

      Tyler chuckled and shook his head. “This isn’t for me. I can enjoy this while I’m here and then go back to my bachelor pad.”

      “I thought you were tired of the bachelor pad?” At some point, we’d moved closer together.

      “I am. I want the house, the space, and the view. Then I can have the family over for dinner too.”

      “That does sound nice.” I was renting a cabin from the resort. I hadn’t wanted the scrutiny of my family, but I wasn’t ready to buy a place of my own.

      “You going to rent the cabin forever?” Sam asked, considering me.

      “I need to figure out if I’m staying or going.” I set the plate aside and leaned back in the chair. The stars were visible tonight.

      “You have time?”

      I knew what he was asking. Did I need to find another job, or could I afford to take my time? “I’m okay for now.”

      Tyler nodded. “I’m lucky because I worked alongside my dad and knew early on that I wanted to work with him. I never thought about doing anything else, even when he said we could.”

      “I thought I’d work at the resort. I loved helping my mom check people in and direct them to their rooms when I was a kid. But as I got older, my brothers filled those roles, and it didn’t feel like there was space for me.”

      “Make your space. Figure out what you can offer them that’s new and different and pitch it to them.”

      My shoulders dropped. “I’m tired of trying to prove myself to my brothers. That I’m big enough to keep up or smart enough to run the business. They’ll never see me that way.”

      Tyler’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know about that.”

      “I forget that you’re friends with them. You probably hear the other side.” I looked at the fire. “Sometimes I don’t think my brothers think much of me at all.”

      “It doesn’t matter what they think, and you shouldn’t have to prove anything.”

      “But?” I slapped his leg. “I know there’s a but coming.”

      Tyler took a deep breath. “I think they love you, and they’d be willing to listen to what you want. If you’d give them a chance.”

      My nose wrinkled. “I don’t even know what I want.”

      “You’ll figure it out. Give yourself the space right now to explore your options. If you have the time and money, why not?”

      “I have a little time, and I’m saving money by living on the mountain.”

      “I will say that I love running a business. The best part is that we share it as a family. We each have things we’re good at, and we handle those aspects of the business. I’m better with people, so I tend to handle any customer service or schedule issues.”

      “What am I good at, Tyler?”

      “I remember you being particularly good with your tongue, or maybe it was my teenage excitement that my childhood crush was giving me a blow job.” His eyes darkened, and I could imagine how he saw me—on my knees, my hair covering my face until he’d held it so he could see my face.

      I forgot to worry about the repercussions, what my brothers would think, or how we’d act the next morning. There was nothing but us.

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

      I sensed a few others looking over at us, but Tyler only had eyes for me.

      “That’s what you bring up?” I asked when she’d recovered.

      “It got you out of your head, didn’t it?” Tyler grinned, clearly pleased it had worked so well.

      “I miss our talks.”

      “I do too.”

      “You never looked at me like I was a little kid. You listened like you valued what I had to say. That was a big deal to me then.”

      “I didn’t see you as a kid, and maybe that was my mistake.”

      I bumped his shoulder, not wanting him to regret anything. “Hey, I was eighteen. Perfectly legal.”

      “Why didn’t you call or text?” Then I sucked in a breath that I’d asked what had been on my mind since that day.

      Delaney and Maggie were doing some dance in front of the fire that had everyone enraptured.

      “It’s not the right time for this conversation, but I owe you an explanation. I’m not proud of how I acted.”

      “It was a good memory, but we never would have worked.” I smiled before moving to the outdoor fridge for a drink, letting him off the hook. I needed to steer clear of anything personal with Tyler. I couldn’t let him see how much he’d hurt me back then.
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      We never would have worked.

      It was exactly what I’d always thought, even if I questioned how true that statement was over the years. But to hear her say it so nonchalantly, like it was just the way it had to be, felt wrong. Sure, her brothers would never be on board with anything happening between us, but I preferred when there was a possibility of us. She’d effectively shot down any hope with a few hard-hitting and well-placed words.

      I felt bereft as she talked to Natalie and Alice.

      “Everything okay?” Mac asked as he sat next to me. “It looked like you two were talking about something serious over here.”

      I wanted to hear someone else’s take on the situation. “Remember all those times we played hide-and-seek at the lodge?”

      “Those were good times. Half the time we’d give up the hunt and play video games in the game room.”

      That was what had most likely happened the night Kylie and I hooked up. “Kylie and I used to end up in the same hiding spot on occasion, and we’d talk. She talked to me about her family, her brothers. She trusted me.”

      Mac considered me. “I didn’t know you two were close. You seemed annoyed when she was back in town.”

      My chest felt tight. I couldn’t explain how it was my guilt for how I’d treated her that had me lashing out. “I carried her down the mountain when she broke her arm.”

      “I remember that.”

      “We bonded or connected. I’m not sure how to explain it.” We’d understood each other when no one else did.

      “I didn’t know.”

      “No one did.” If her brothers ever knew about it, they would have shut it down fast.

      “You’re scared of her brothers?” Mac teased, and then quickly sobered. “Oh, fuck. You are.”

      “You know it,” I said, leaning against the wooden slats and crossing one leg over the other. There was no way I was telling him about what happened. That secret wouldn’t come from me. “Xander asked me to watch out for her.”

      Mac chuckled and rested his head in his hands. “Xander asked the man who likes his sister to protect her from men like you.”

      “That’s about right.” I didn’t mind admitting it to Mac. He’d always been the brother we came to when we had relationship questions.

      Mac shook his head. “That’s kind of funny.”

      “You think it’s funny because it’s not your life.”

      “So, you’re going to work with her and manage to keep your hands off her?”

      I blew out a breath. “That’s the plan.”

      “It won’t work,” Mac said grimly.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      “I went to Sam when I first realized I was attracted to Natalie. We concluded it was a bad idea. She was a client. If our relationship went south, it wouldn’t be good.”

      “You don’t have to tell me.” Dad always said not to get involved with our customers.

      “I thought I could resist her, but I couldn’t. Then I thought I could have a fling with her, and I wouldn’t feel anything.”

      “But you did because you’re you. But I’m not like you. I don’t believe in love and relationships. I don’t want to settle down.”

      Mac’s brow furrowed. “Do you know what she wants?”

      “I don’t get the impression she’s looking for anything. She said she just got out of a bad relationship.”

      “I predict that you won’t be able to stay away from each other, and you’re going to fall for her.”

      My jaw tightened. “I won’t.”

      Mac raised a brow. “You might not want it, but sometimes, you don’t have a choice. Someone comes into your world, and you can’t deny it any longer. I’m not saying you’re not going to screw it up, because you will. It’s inevitable.”

      I shook my head. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t repeat any of this.”

      Mac slapped my knee. “I have no interest in getting on the Wilde brothers’ radar. I’ll leave them to you.”

      “Thanks, asshole.”

      “There’s no reason not to pursue her if you’re on the same page. You’re both adults. Her brothers don’t factor into it anymore. But if it’s serious, I’d talk to them.”

      Was it that simple? The light of the fire danced over Kylie’s face, and she’d never looked more beautiful to me. We had a connection, and time had done nothing to make it go away.

      I needed to talk to her. She might not even give me a chance once she heard my lame excuse, that I didn’t want to piss off her brothers. She was tired of her brothers interfering in her life, and she deserved a man who would stand up to them, not be cowed by them.

      “I’m here if you need to talk. I want you to be happy.”

      “Not everyone will get what you and Sam have with Natalie and Alice.” My voice was petulant, which didn’t make any sense. Why did I want what they had?

      “I don’t believe that.”

      I glanced over at him to find his expression solemn. “Ever the romantic.”

      He leaned forward, letting his hands dangle between his legs. “I’m not going to lie. Finding love for myself makes me think it’s possible for everyone, but that’s only the case if you’re open to it.”

      I gripped the neck of the now-warm beer bottle in my hand. Was that the issue? Was I blocking any possibility of having someone in my life by keeping things casual? Had some part of me always pined for Kylie Wilde?

      In the back of my mind, I never forgot our night together. I always wondered what if. What if I’d stayed the night, left a note, or even texted her the next day? Would we have continued to talk? Would we have confronted her brothers?

      “You’ll be working closely with her on this dugout project. It’s only going to bring you closer together.”

      I was confused about everything else we’d talked about, except for the idea of getting closer to Kylie. I was looking forward to it.

      When she caught me looking at her, she smiled softly. Yeah, I couldn’t resist Kylie Wilde. Not for long. She’d always had that effect on me, and I didn’t think I wanted to put a stop to whatever was happening between us.

      Even with the threat of her brothers looming over us, I wanted to get to know her better. I wanted to see where it would take us.

      I winked at her, and her cheeks flushed.

      “You’re playing with fire, brother,” Mac said.

      I tipped my bottle back, letting the lukewarm beer coat my throat. Why was I so excited about what was to come then? It didn’t feel like I was making a mistake. It felt more like I was jumping into the fire feet first, without a care for the consequences. It sure as hell felt good to jump though.

      I met his gaze and held it. “I’m going to see what happens. No expectations. No worries.”

      Mac shook his head. “You mean, you’re going to ignore the not-so-little problem with her brothers.”

      “She doesn’t want her brothers running her life, and I’m the perfect excuse for her to do her own thing.”

      Mac grunted.

      I swirled the remnants of the beer in the bottom of the bottle. “I thought you were all for following your feelings?”

      “Just be careful.”

      I grinned. “I’m always careful.”

      That elicited a guffaw from Mac because I was known as the reckless brother, the one who did things without thinking first. Except this time, I knew exactly what I was getting into.

      “What are you two talking about over here?” Sam asked as he sat down on the other side of Mac.

      “Up,” Maggie said as she stood in front of me. My heart melted as I lifted her easily and set her on my lap. She snuggled into my chest, her thumb going into her mouth. I smoothed her curls out of her face.

      “She’s ready for bed. She’ll probably fall asleep on the way home,” Sam said, his tone full of affection for his daughter.

      I never thought about having kids of my own, but I could see the appeal. They were adorable, especially when they were cuddling against your chest. Maggie made me feel ten feet tall, like I could do anything.

      I’d been living the bachelor life for too long. It was time to finally decide on a piece of property and get started on the build. “You want to visit the top three properties sometime this week?”

      “You finally ready to make a decision?” Mac asked.

      “I think I need you to see it first.”

      “That’s what we’re here for,” Sam said.

      I loved living here with my brothers. No matter what happened with Kylie, Telluride was my home. I’d never leave my family or my nieces. Family was everything.

      Instead of running as Kylie had, I’d embraced this town and my family.

      I leaned back in the chair, holding Maggie against me. I felt when her breathing evened out, and she relaxed even further into my body. She smelled like something sweet, marshmallows and graham crackers.

      Kylie’s gaze locked on the sleeping form in my arms. Her eyes widened before softening. She liked what she saw.

      If she couldn’t accept me, then all the chemistry in the world wouldn’t matter.
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      The next Saturday, I met with my brothers, and we toured the properties my realtor lined up. One stood out above the rest. It was near their homes. I didn’t want to be far from their growing families. I wanted to be an option if they needed a sitter. I wanted to be involved in their lives.

      My realtor put in a fair offer for it, and it was accepted later that day. Closing would be quick because my paperwork was in order. I’d been waiting to make this decision. I just needed confirmation from my brothers that it was the right one.

      Later in the afternoon, I drove to a local park to meet Kylie at the softball fields. She was already there, waiting in the pavilion. I parked my truck next to her smaller sedan and walked past the empty playground to reach her.

      Kylie’s hands gripped a clipboard, and her hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail that I wanted to tug so I could taste her exposed skin.

      “How’d it go this morning?” she asked as I leaned in and kissed her cheek. I lingered for a second, picking up on her surprise and the smell of lavender.

      “They accepted my offer. As soon as we close on the property, I’ll break ground.” I smiled. With spring around the corner, it was the perfect time.

      Kylie grinned before throwing her arms around my neck. I felt the unforgiving hardness of the clipboard dangling down my back, but it was the softness of her breasts pressed against my chest that had my full attention. She squeezed me tighter, and I barely suppressed the groan at the way she felt. “That’s so amazing. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” I said as she unraveled her arms from my neck.

      Her smile was brilliant. “That’s so exciting. I can’t even imagine building a house.”

      I chuckled. “It’s literally what I do.”

      “It’s probably not exciting for you. But picking out everything from scratch? I’ve always loved looking at blueprints of houses online. I love thinking of the possibilities. Which room would be mine, where would I relax, and how would I come in from the garage? Sorry, I’m rambling.” She glanced away as if she was embarrassed.

      “You’re speaking my language right now.”

      Her shoulders relaxed as she laughed.

      “But seriously, I had no idea you were so into houses.” It was a surprise.

      “I look at blueprints and imagine myself living there.”

      “You lived in an apartment in Paris, didn’t you?” Did she want to build a home, and if so, where?

      “It was so tiny, but it was all mine. My fridge was one of those mini ones, so I’d either eat out or buy my dinner each night fresh so I could cook it right away. I enjoyed that, but there’s something about being back home. Even with the mountains in the distance, the land feels so empty and vast.”

      “You feel small in the scheme of things.”

      “I always compare myself to the mountains,” she said as she led the way to the edge of the pavilion facing the ball fields.

      We fell silent for a minute, enjoying the view.

      “It’s so beautiful here.” Her gaze was on the land and the mountains. Mine was on her. The line of her jaw, the curve of her shoulder, the dip in her waist. I was so close to her I could smell the lavender of her body wash, or maybe it was her shampoo. Whatever it was, I wanted to move closer and rest a hand on her back while I breathed her in.

      “We should take a look at the fields. See what we’re working with.” She sent me a bright smile before moving toward the first field, where there was a sign advertising fast-pitch travel softball tryouts. “This is where the local travel team practices and hosts games.”

      There was a metal fence surrounding the field and a smaller fence behind a metal bench. A yellow tarp was tied to the two fences, providing a little bit of shade.

      Kylie sat on the bench.

      “It only provides a little bit of shade. Depending on the angle, it won’t block anything.”

      “There’s no protection from the elements and no separation from the fans.”

      “It’s better than what I had, but we can do better.” Her gaze met mine.

      “We sure can.” I grinned at her, and she smiled in response.

      I was going to enjoy working with her. She was smart and detail oriented. It had nothing to do with this attraction I had for her.

      “I reached out to the travel teams and rec leagues in the area. Most got back to me and expressed interest. A few asked if we’d be helping the baseball teams too.”

      “I think we start small. Let’s create a list of anyone who needs a dugout. We’ll see how much money we can raise and if there’s enough for everyone. Then we’ll see what else we want to do.” I didn’t want to overwhelm Kylie, especially if this was a short-term project for her.

      “Did you have time to run the numbers for me?” Kylie asked, using her hand to shield the sun from her face.

      I pulled the paper from my back pocket and sat next to her. I smoothed out the folds so she could read my writing. It was handwritten, so it didn’t look as clean and professional as the spreadsheet on her clipboard.

      “Seriously?” Kylie asked as she leaned in close to read it.

      “This works.” I showed her the numbers and the last one circled on the bottom. “This is what we need for each one.”

      “Do you have the measurements?”

      I flipped the page over and showed her the picture I’d drawn, along with the specs.

      “This will work. Can I keep it?”

      “Of course. I’ll take a picture of it so I have it for myself.”

      “I’m going to visit the fields for the other teams that reached out to me to make sure there’s room for a dugout.”

      “You need any company?”

      “I can do it. I’m the one who doesn’t have a job, remember?”

      “It sounds like a lot of work.”

      “I want to be thorough. I want to make sure they need what we’re offering and that we can deliver.”

      I tipped my head back to study the yellow tarp again. “If all the fields have this fence and cover, we’ll need permission to remove it. Do you have a plan for where we’ll start first?”

      “I think we need to raise money first. I’ll use your numbers for the cost of supplies to show potential donors our target number, and then we’ll see what we get. We can do smaller raffles and fundraisers, too. I had another idea—what about a softball game? Contractors versus first responders? Or kids versus parents? We could have a few games going on at once, or even a double-header so everyone can see the games. We’d sell tickets to watch the games—all proceeds from the snack shack would go toward it–—and we’d accept donations. It’s not a fancy party like I had for the ski resort, but—”

      I took in her flushed cheeks and the excitement on her face before I said, “I love it. It’s fresh and different but perfect for what we want to do.”

      She flushed. “The idea just came to me when I was driving here.”

      I wanted to ask if she was thinking about me, but I didn’t. I wanted to make a move, but I knew I had to be patient. We’d work together on this project, and I’d let things unravel how they would.
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      “You’re good at this.”

      “Planning events?” I asked, feeling a little conflicted about the compliment. I wanted to be good at something, but event planning wasn’t running the ski resort or building houses.

      “That, too, but it’s more than that. You’re good at pinpointing what people need and getting it for them. I’m impressed.”

      The pleasure from this statement went through my body until I felt like I’d burst from it. “When I worked at the hotel, I knew I was good at organizing things, but I didn’t realize it was the fundraising part, the helping people piece of it that was so intriguing.”

      “If it means something to you, then you can get behind it.”

      “It’s not that I’m not excited about the ski resort and making it profitable, but it’s already established. I want to do good somewhere that I’m needed.”

      “If you decide to do this in the future, you can pick your projects. You can keep your brand as sports, or you can focus on whatever you’re passionate about.”

      “You act like this could be what I do for work.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m fundraising for a cause. It’s hardly going to pay my bills.”

      His shoulders lowered in defeat like he hadn’t thought of it like that. “You’ll figure it out.”

      We leaned on the metal back of the bench, Tyler’s legs outstretched, with one crossed over the other.

      “It’s so peaceful. The perfectly manicured fields, the mountains in the distance.”

      He kicked my foot with his. “You know it’s only like this in between games. Otherwise, there are people everywhere, the sounds of the bat hitting balls, screaming kids, and the smell of hot dogs in the air.”

      “Maybe that’s why I like it so much. We’re enjoying the small amount of peace and quiet this place ever has.” There was something about sharing space with Tyler when no one else was around. It was like I could forget about my brothers and Tyler’s family. Nothing else could penetrate.

      He shifted so he leaned on his thighs as he glanced over at me, one brow raised. “Want to throw a ball around?”

      “I don’t have my softball stuff.” It was probably still sitting in my childhood bedroom. I had no use for it when I was living in Europe.

      “I always have mine in the truck. I’m sure you could throw around a baseball with no problem, but I keep a softball in my truck for Delaney and Maggie.”

      “That’s sweet,” I said before I could censor my words.

      “You think I’m sweet, huh?” he asked as he headed toward the rear seat of his truck.

      “When it comes to your nieces, yes.”

      “I love that you refer to Delaney as my niece, because she is.”

      “I know,” I said quietly as he pulled a large duffle bag from the back. There was a child seat in the back, probably for Maggie, and a bin of toys. “They spend a lot of time with you.”

      “Not as much as I would like, but sometimes, yeah. More now that Mac is busy with Delaney.”

      My heart was pitter-pattering in my chest. There was nothing sexier than a man who took care of a child, especially when it wasn’t his. He didn’t need to buy a car seat for Maggie or keep toys in the back to entertain her. He didn’t have to say yes every time she wanted him to pick her up, but he did. Not only that, but I could tell from that night at his parents’ house that he loved it.

      The expression on his face, when he was holding a sleeping Maggie in his arms, kick-started my ovaries. I should probably keep my distance from him before I asked for something I wasn’t ready for—a relationship, and maybe even a family in the future. I wasn’t ready for that. Not when I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life.

      “You ready to play some ball?” Tyler asked as he tossed a purple-and-yellow ball at me.

      I caught it easily.

      “Can you still pitch?” he asked as he pushed his batting helmet over his head, pulling out a bat.

      “Do you still play in an adult league with your brothers?” I asked, remembering my brothers mentioning something about the local businesses having a league that played in the spring and summer.

      He rolled his eyes and closed the door to his truck before walking over to the field. “When they’re not busy with their families. I don’t blame them, but I miss hanging out with them. We don’t see each other much on the job site either. We work on different projects. It made sense since we’re usually the foreman on any project.”

      “But you miss them.”

      “I do.”

      I loved that he was so into his family. I wondered what he thought of me when I kept my distance from mine.

      “Get on the mound. Let’s see what you got.”

      “You sure you want me to throw the softball?” I asked when I stood on the pitcher’s mound.

      “Let’s start with it. I want to see if you’ve still got the speed.”

      He practiced a few swings before stepping into the box.

      Tyler got into his batter’s stance, which was a little hotter than I remembered. “There’s no umpire, so let’s keep it honest.”

      I could just imagine what he’d look like in uniform, the pants stretching tightly over his ass. I cocked my head. “Our brothers aren’t here. We should be able to play a nice, clean game of baseball.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” he said with a smirk.

      We probably should have warmed up, but he was already in the batter’s box, so I got into position, remembering the stance and the motion. I started the windup, everything coming back to me in a rush. I used my legs for extra momentum, and it flew past him.

      I smiled. “Caught you looking.”

      He dropped his bat. “Wasn’t expecting you to be that fast.”

      “I love when people underestimate me,” I said with a saucy smile.

      “I bet you do.” His light tone quickly turned to his game face when he stepped inside the box.

      “Be ready this time.”

      He rocked the tip of his bat while he focused on my hands. “I’m always ready.”

      I swear my panties got wet as I wound up for a second time. This pitch was even faster and clipped the outer edge of the plate. He swung but missed.

      I wasn’t proud of my loud whoop and holler, but Tyler brought out the kid in me.

      “Hey now. No need to rub it in my face.”

      I covered my smile with my glove.

      “I can still see you smiling through the leather,” he grumbled.

      That made me laugh. I leaned over, my hands on my knees. I heard a growl before I was lifted into the air, my body draped over his shoulder as he ran with me to the outfield. Before I could ask to be put down, I was falling and twisting until I landed with a thud on a very hard body.

      A hand pressed against my back, keeping me in place.

      “Are you okay?” His voice rumbled through my body.

      “I think so.” I barely got out the words before I was twisted to my back, and he was hovering over me. He grabbed my hands and placed them over my head. “You call mercy?”

      “Never,” I said, my voice coming out breathless.

      I couldn’t seem to draw in a deep breath with his weight pressing me down. I felt every ridge and valley of his body, my legs widening for him to drop between them. This was intimate. He kept his dick apart from my body, but it didn’t seem to matter. I was on high alert for any contact.

      Then his mouth was on mine, and I couldn’t form a complete thought. He nipped my lower lip with his teeth before soothing it with his tongue. I let him take the lead, opening for him, welcoming his tongue in my mouth, his body pressed fully against me. I felt every hard inch of his cock at my core. A spasm ran through my body, almost like a mini orgasm.

      I writhed against him, needing the friction. I hadn’t been with anyone in a long time. Not since my mistake of a boyfriend back in Paris. Tyler always felt different, more intense somehow. Like fireworks were exploding when we came together. I’d previously thought it was my teenage crush amplifying things, but it wasn’t.

      He continued to grind his cock against my center while he kissed me. I was going to have an orgasm in the middle of the outfield where anyone could see us. I didn’t care about anything except chasing this feeling I had when I was around him.

      He lifted his lips from mine, his eyes dark with desire, and then he lowered his mouth to my neck, sucking there as he increased his pace. Lights flashed behind my lids as the orgasm rolled through me, wave after wave of pleasure, and I still wanted more.

      I wanted his bare skin pressed against mine, his lips on my clit. I wanted so many things as I rode it out.

      “That was the single hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Me coming like a teenager.”

      He groaned. “Fuck. Don’t talk like that. I can barely handle you without the dirty talk.”

      I sobered, considering him. Was he as attracted to me as I was to him? I felt this irresistible pull any time he was near.

      Then he was lifting off me, extending a hand so he could help me up. I straightened my clothes and tried to finger-comb my hair. “How does an innocent game of baseball end up with you having your way with me in the outfield?”

      “I hardly had my way with you.” He adjusted himself, and my gaze was drawn to the very noticeable bulge.

      “Do you want me to—” I gestured lamely toward his crotch, wondering if it was advisable to get on my knees in the grass, or would we scandalize some poor family who showed up for batting practice?

      “As much as I want that—and, baby, I do—it’s not the right place or time. There are your brothers to consider too.”

      Rage burned through me, hot and red. “My brothers don’t have a say in my life. I’m my own person.” I moved away from him, but his hand wrapped around my wrist, stopping my momentum.

      I couldn’t look at him. I was embarrassed that I’d let go as I had and that I’d gotten angry about my brothers. I wish they didn’t affect me the way they did.

      “Hey, I just meant that we should talk about what happened before.” He dropped my hand, running it through his hair. “I didn’t mean to make a move before you heard me out. Now it’s probably too late.”

      “I want to hear what you have to say.” I’d been waiting eight years.

      He sat cross-legged on the grass just feet away from where we’d been making out and dry-humping like a bunch of teenagers without a care in the world. He motioned for me to sit in front of him, so I did.

      The palms of his hands rested on my knees. “First of all, I was a stupid kid. Not for what happened, but for sneaking out and not calling you later.” He shook his head but held my gaze.

      This was what I’d wanted him to tell me all along, but now that he was saying it, I wasn’t sure how I should feel.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I was thinking about your brothers and how they’d react if they knew. I didn’t have a right to do what I did. Whether you were legal or not, your brothers would have been pissed. I didn’t want to do anything to screw up our friendship.”

      “You’re right. I don’t want to hear it.”

      He squeezed my legs. “But we’re not kids anymore, and I’ve never felt this way around anyone else.”

      My heart fluttered like a butterfly using its wings for the first time. “So, what does this mean?”

      “That’s up to you, but I want to be your friend and get to know you. The person you are now.”

      My stomach sank. He wanted to be friends. I shouldn’t have been disappointed. We couldn’t offer each other anything else, not with him being friends with my brothers and me not knowing where I’d be living next month. “That sounds good.”

      “Then it’s settled.” He moved to get up, holding his hand out to assist me.

      We walked back to the mound in silence, but my mind was rolling with what just happened. I’d suspected everything he just told me, except for the part about me being different from everyone else. That maybe there was something between us, but then he’d called it friendship. That didn’t sit right with me.

      “Why don’t I pitch to you?” Tyler asked me.

      “I don’t have a helmet.”

      “Use mine.” I picked his helmet up off the ground where he’d thrown it before he’d charged me on the mound. It was a little big, but it would work for now.

      “No charging the pitcher,” he said with a wink when I picked up his bat and moved into the batter’s box.

      I got into position and narrowed my eyes at him. “That’s your MO, remember?”

      “You seemed to enjoy it,” he said as he stood sideways and brought his glove and ball to the front of his body.

      I flushed all over, the memory of him grinding against me coming back to me. My body still tingled with the aftermath of that orgasm as he threw the ball, and it sailed past me. I hadn’t even had time to react because I was preoccupied with thoughts of him.

      When he raised a brow, I said, “You distracted me.”

      I threw the ball back to him, and we got into position a second time. I refocused on the pitcher, trying not to think about what we’d just done in the outfield. I was only mildly successful. This time, I swung, but it was late.

      Thankfully, he remained silent as I threw the ball back and got into position.

      “Third time’s a charm,” Tyler said.

      “It had better be,” I muttered as he threw another pitch. This time, I jumped on it early, hitting it before it crossed the plate. It sailed over Tyler’s head, bouncing just past second base.

      “Run!” he reminded me as I dropped the bat and took off.

      I ran as fast as I could to first base, wondering when the last time I jogged was.

      “It’s a shame we can’t play a real game,” he said as he stopped in front of me, tagging me with the glove, probably out of habit since I wasn’t going anywhere.

      I squinted up at him. “Kind of hard to do with two people.”

      “This was the best game I’ve ever played,” he teased.

      I cocked my head to the side. “We can’t run the bases or field or—” Oh. He meant because of our break in the field. “It was interesting.”

      “Interesting?”

      “We’re friends, remember?” I took off his helmet and handed it to him. “I’d better go. I’m supposed to meet my parents for dinner.”

      “With or without your brothers?” Tyler asked as we headed over to the bench and stowed his equipment.

      “They always show up. It doesn’t matter if we’ve invited them or not. They’re nosy.” I had fond memories of my brothers checking on me when I was sick and reading me a book, but my older years were taken up with ones where they interfered with guys dating me. I felt like my wings had been clipped. I suppose most teenagers felt like that from time to time, but not as adults. Every time I returned to Telluride, I was right back in that same place.

      Tyler threw his bag in the back of his truck and turned to face me. “Good luck with your family, and if you need someone to talk to,”—he rested his hand on his chest—“you can call me.”

      “I appreciate that.” There was something about the way he listened when I spoke. He didn’t judge me for what I’d said about my brothers. Over the years, many friends said it was great to have family that looked after you. They didn’t get it, but Tyler always had.

      I moved to go to my rental car when Tyler drew me into his chest and wrapped his arms around me. “I don’t regret what happened.”

      But he didn’t believe in us enough to pursue anything. He would always be worried about my brothers. I needed to ignore this crush I’d had on him forever and move on with my life. I pulled away first, offering him a small smile before I opened the door and got inside.

      The engine roared to life, and with a nod, he softly closed the driver’s side door and stepped back. He waited, his hands in his pockets, while I backed out and drove away.

      What was it about Tyler that drew me in and kept me coming back for more? Was it that he was the only one of my brothers’ friends to take me seriously? Or was it more than that? Was there some kind of special connection between us, and if so, why wasn’t he willing to pursue it?

      I focused on the drive to my parents’ house, reminding myself I wasn’t in town for long. With every mile I drove, my stomach tightened. They’d have questions for me about what I was doing in town and where I was going next. I didn’t have time to ruminate over a childhood crush that was never meant to be.
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      I wasn’t sure why I’d said we were friends. I was worried about her response to my apology, and it just seemed easier to say we were friends. But what we’d just shared on that field was not friendly.

      I got hard just thinking about it. I was so close to coming in my pants—something I hadn’t done since I was a teenager. I wanted to see her orgasm, but then I’d pulled back, the familiar guilt rising to the surface.

      I tightened my hands on the steering wheel. I’d meant to tease her by charging the mound, but when I lifted her body over my shoulders, my body shifted gears in a big way. All I could think about was getting her under me.

      I could say it was innocent until her legs spread, letting me fall between them. Then my brain shut off, and my dick took over. It was like a heat-seeking missile, determined to find her center and make itself known.

      I ran a hand through my hair. I wondered if I’d screwed up with the orgasm, the apology, and then the “friends” comment. I felt like everything was mixed up, and I didn’t know how to sort it out.

      I called Mac on the way to the bar near my apartment, asking him to join me. I would have gone to his house, but I didn’t want to talk about this in front of the girls.

      I arrived first and sat at the bar, ordering our favorite beers while I watched the baseball game on TV.

      “How’s it going?” Mac said as he slid onto the stool next to me.

      I just shook my head.

      “What did you do?” Mac asked, tipping his bottle against his lips.

      “I went to check out the fields with Kylie. I showed her the numbers and the measurements.”

      “She was so impressed with your drawings, she jumped into bed with you?” he quipped.

      I snorted. “Not exactly, yet oddly accurate.”

      He set his bottle on the bar top. “Tell me.”

      “I thought it would be a good idea to play baseball.”

      Mac chuckled. “You really know how to court a woman.”

      “I’m rusty, okay? And I’m not even sure what my intention was, maybe to spend more time with her.” I just knew I wasn’t ready for her to walk away.

      “That’s fair. Then what happened?”

      “She was pitching—”

      “Baseball or softball?”

      “Softball. Do the details really matter?” I asked, giving him an exasperated look.

      Mac grinned. “I have a feeling they’re going to in a minute.”

      My cheeks flushed at the memory of me dropping the bat, throwing my helmet, and charging at her. I’d lowered my shoulder and tipped her over my back in one motion, continuing to center field. I was like a caveman. There was no finesse. She must think I was an idiot, or at the very least, a Neanderthal. “I lost my head a little.”

      Mac smirked, his bottle tipped back. “Define a little.”

      “I might have made out with her in the outfield like we were a bunch of teenagers.”

      Mac frowned. “Kylie lived in Paris. The men there are smoother.”

      I hadn’t even thought about that. Whenever Kylie and I were together, I felt like no time had passed. I was back in the same headspace I was in when we were teens. “I didn’t think.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Afterward, I apologized for always deferring to her brothers.” There was zero chance I’d tell him about our night together when she was eighteen. I knew Mac wouldn’t like it either.

      Mac winced. “You kissed her and then apologized?”

      “The way you make it sound—” I shook my head. “I’m an idiot.”

      “You are.”

      I shifted as if to leave. “I don’t know why I asked you to come.”

      He rested a hand on my forearm. “I’m sorry. I was just giving you a hard time.”

      I faced the TV again and asked the bartender for another beer.

      “I messed up with Natalie too. I tried to keep emotions out of it when I was incapable of doing that. I wasn’t clear about what I wanted. I let my past define the way I treated her.”

      Was that what I was doing? Was I letting our past with her brothers define our future?

      “If you want her, you need to get past her brothers. You need to tell them you’re interested in her and want to date her.”

      Did I want to date her? “I don’t know that I want that.”

      “Then why are we here?”

      “I want her. But beyond that, I have no idea.” At Mac’s disgruntled look, I continued. “I like her. I want to know her. But I don’t even know if she’s sticking around. She doesn’t either.”

      “We can work with that. Be the man she needs. Support her. Listen to her. Let her take the lead.”

      “I can do that.” I wouldn’t be pursuing her. I’d just be there for her. That sounded easy. “She’s eating dinner at her parents’ tonight. I told her she could call me if she needed to.”

      “Sounds like you have it handled.” He finished his beer, placing the empty bottle on the bar top.

      “You have any advice for me?” I asked, my stomach churning. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “Be patient. Be what she needs. But be prepared to pivot if necessary. If things get serious between you, talk to her brothers. She might not like it, but it’s the right thing to do.” He squeezed my shoulder.

      “Thanks for listening.” Mac was the brother I went to when I had girl troubles, which wasn’t all that often since I’d gotten older. I hadn’t ever wanted more from a woman. That’s why Kylie had me discombobulated.

      “That’s what I’m here for. I want you to be happy.”

      “I am.” I loved my work, my family, and this town. What else was there?

      “What’s the deal with you dragging your feet about the plans for the house?”

      “I’m not dragging my feet.”

      “What would you call it? We can start on the house as soon as you pick a design and choose everything.” Mac took a long pull of his beer, his gaze fixated on the game.

      “I haven’t been able to decide on anything.” I felt stuck, and I wasn’t sure why.

      “You don’t have to build a house because Sam and I did.”

      “That’s not why,” I insisted, even though that was partially the reason. My brothers were settling down, and I wanted to do the same. “I need more space. I want to live outside of town.”

      Mac held his hands up. “And give up all this?”

      I snorted. “The bar scene is getting old.” I’d much rather be watching the game on my couch, or better yet, my outdoor patio.

      “I just wanted to make sure you were doing it for the right reasons.”

      “It’s past time, and I have the money. Why not?” I shrugged. The truth was, I’d been itching for a change, unsatisfied with my life.

      “What if you meet someone you want to settle down with and they want to live somewhere else?” Mac asked.

      “I’m never leaving Telluride. My business and my family are here.” I couldn’t imagine living somewhere else. The only time I’d left was for college. “Are you talking about Kylie?” At Mac’s nod, I continued. “She has no interest in settling down here. It’s temporary.”

      “I’ve found that you can’t control who you’re attracted to and how your feelings develop. If you’re involved with her and she leaves—”

      “You’re worried I’ll get hurt?” I asked, my stomach churning.

      “I worry about you.”

      “I’ve never wanted more from a woman. I’ll be fine.” But I already did want more than I’d ever wanted from someone else. I never talked to my brother about a woman’s family or got his advice on how to handle her. I always kept things casual. I’d seen what Sam and Mac had gone through and wanted nothing to do with emotional entanglements.

      “I’m just looking out for you.”

      “And I appreciate it, but I know what I’m doing.” Then why did I feel like I’d taken a step off a cliff and was falling toward the rocky cliffs below? I’d sink below the surf, and if I was lucky, I wouldn’t get slammed against the rocks. A sense of foreboding unfurled through my body.

      Mac stood and threw some bills on the bar top. “I want to get back to my girls.”

      “Tell them I said hi, and I love them,” I said, feeling a little uneasy that he was leaving. I would have preferred for him to stay and help me work through these new feelings sprouting in me. But I’d told him I was fine.

      Mac grinned. “Come visit for dinner and tell them yourself.”

      “Will do.” I nodded, and then he was gone.

      I drank my beer and watched the baseball game unfold in front of me. Kylie would hate it if I talked to her brothers. I wasn’t sure she’d forgive me for that. At the same time, I didn’t want to keep what was happening between us a secret. That didn’t feel right either.

      Although I could justify it for a little while longer because I’d stupidly declared us friends after I’d given her what I hoped was an earth-shattering orgasm.

      Despite what I’d told Mac, I was conflicted. I didn’t get hung up on a woman ever. I didn’t question what I was doing or seek Mac’s advice. This was new territory for me.
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      But tonight, I closed out my tab and headed to my apartment by myself. It wasn’t usual for me to end the night by myself. I used to go to the bar with my friends to have fun and hopefully find someone to hook up with at the end of the night. My apartment was within walking distance and convenient for those times.

      I dodged other couples and groups of people clearly out to have a good time. But I wasn’t feeling it.

      Not after watching Kylie’s face when she came earlier. All I could think about was her, and nothing Mac said deterred me from my current obsession.

      I unlocked the door to my apartment and pushed it open. I always thought my apartment was enough because I worked hard and partied harder, but it wasn’t the right fit for me anymore.

      I needed more space. I needed room to breathe. That was what was wrong. I wouldn’t feel better until I’d settled on a property and built the house that would be mine.

      When I moved in, everything would settle down again. I wouldn’t feel this unease in my gut. I shook off the voice in the back of my mind that said something or someone would still be missing. Mac lived with Natalie and Delaney, and Sam was building his house with Alice and Maggie.

      As I got ready for bed, I convinced myself that a house was a good investment. I could always sell it if I didn’t like it.

      When I was lying in bed, the unsettled feeling intensified, and all I could focus on was Kylie, the feel of her under my fingers, and her scent. I fisted my cock and groaned. I wished she were here. I wanted her with a fierceness I’d never experienced before.

      I lost myself in the fantasy of Kylie underneath me, her dark hair covering my pillow. Maybe I just needed to have her, get her out of my system, and then everything would go back to normal.

      I imagined her breasts, her tan skin, and the cries she’d make when I entered her. I erupted over my hand, wishing Kylie were here. That I was coating her with my cum.

      As I came down from that high, I had a feeling one time wouldn’t be enough.
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KYLIE

        

      

    

    
      I parked in front of my parents’ house, next to Xander’s truck. The house was a large cabin set apart from the resort, giving it a secluded feel.

      I opened the front door and pushed thoughts of Tyler out of my mind.

      “Baby Wilde is here,” Xander called as he walked down the hall to me and enveloped me in a hug. It was hard to be mad at him when he’d given me a warm greeting.

      “Stop calling me that,” I mumbled against his chest. I wasn’t sure who’d started it, but I hated the nickname with a passion when I was a kid. I hadn’t wanted to be known as the baby of anything.

      He ran his knuckle over my scalp. “Never.”

      I twisted away from him as my dad greeted me. “Leave your sister alone.”

      It was one of the few times my dad was around to referee anything between my brothers and me. When we were younger, he was preoccupied with the business, in a never-ending battle to keep it afloat.

      At some point in high school, the business had stabilized, and now that my brothers ran it, my parents could take a step back.

      “Retirement looks good on you,” I said to him as we hugged.

      “It’s nice to take a step back and leave the business in reliable hands,” Dad said.

      I stiffened as we moved into the kitchen, where I kissed my mother’s proffered cheek.

      “What’s for dinner?” I asked her.

      “When you were kids, someone was always asking what was to eat when they came into the house,” Mom said, her tone filled with affection.

      “With four boys, I don’t know how we survived the grocery bills,” Dad said gruffly.

      I listened to the familiar talk around me, content to be home. I think it helped that I wasn’t sleeping in my childhood bedroom. I’d insisted on my own space when I asked if I could move home for a bit.

      “Is anyone else coming to dinner?” I asked Mom.

      She pointed her wooden spoon at Xander. “Who knows? I didn’t invite this one, but here he is.”

      Xander pressed a hand to his chest in a show of mock hurt. “You don’t want me here?”

      Mom sighed. “You know I do, but maybe Kylie wanted to visit by herself.”

      I swallowed over my suddenly dry throat, surprised Mom was so in tune with my feelings.

      Xander moved close to ruffle my hair. “That’s not true, is it, Baby Wilde?”

      “It’s fine.” It was better that my brothers were here to act as a buffer between me and my parents. Maybe with Xander present, they wouldn’t ask me any questions about what I was doing with my life.

      Xander grinned. “See? Baby Wilde said it’s fine.”

      “Treat your sister with respect,” Dad reminded him again, and it felt good.

      Maybe if he’d done this more when I was living here, I would have been prompted to stick around. Or maybe not. I had been a bit of a wanderer back then. I’d wanted to see the world outside Telluride.

      Now that I had, I could appreciate Telluride for what it was. A beautiful town, hidden by the mountains, and only known by a few. I felt lucky to have grown up here like I had. We’d always had space to run, and the lodge was a blast for games like hide-and-seek and people-watching. My friends loved hanging out here. I tried not to be bitter about the fact their interest was more about my attractive older brothers than me.

      I helped Mom get the stir-fry onto the table.

      “Mom wants to eat healthier,” Dad said as we sat down to eat at the large wooden farm table that we’d used as kids. It was worn in spots, but it held a lot of memories from holiday dinners to epic board games that went on for days, and finally, thousand-piece puzzles when it snowed.

      Mom gave him a look. “Dad went to the doctor recently and had some bloodwork done.”

      “Is everything okay?” I asked, concerned. Had I been so wrapped up in myself that I’d neglected to check in with my parents?

      “His cholesterol is high. He needs to make some changes to his diet,” Mom said grimly.

      “She’s got me eating vegetables like I’m a rabbit,” Dad grumbled.

      Xander didn’t seem to be concerned about it, so he must have already heard this development. Why hadn’t anyone called me? “You should do whatever the doctor recommends.” There was a sharp pain in my chest. I hadn’t thought of my parents as getting older. I’d never felt guiltier for focusing on myself.

      “It would be nice if your father listened to the doctor,” Mom agreed.

      The meal was a little different from what we’d had in the past. It was brown rice and veggies with no sauce. It was healthier. If it helped Dad, then that was all that mattered.

      “Enough about me. What’s going on with you, Kylie?” Dad asked.

      Tension formed in the space between my shoulder blades. “I’m enjoying some time off.”

      “But what are your plans? You can’t hide out in my rental cabin forever.”

      This was what I’d hoped to avoid. “I’m working on a new fundraiser with Fletcher & Sons Contracting.” I didn’t want to say it was with Tyler. Not that anyone thought something was going on between us, but I didn’t want the scrutiny.

      “How’s that going?” Xander asked over a mouthful of food.

      “I was supposed to meet with the mayor to discuss additional townspeople who might benefit from our ski equipment drive, but he’s already rescheduled. I was hoping to bring up my plans for additional fundraisers. But he’s a busy man.”

      “I’d call some of the community programs that provide outreach. I’d think they could help you,” Mom said.

      I smiled, grateful for the suggestion. “I’ll do that.”

      “What’s this thing you’re doing with the Fletchers?” Dad asked.

      I took a deep breath before relaying the information. “We’re partnering to provide dugouts for the local teams.”

      “Teams have dugouts,” Xander insisted.

      “Not all the girls’ teams. I’m visiting fields this week to see what they have and if adding them is feasible. One field had a yellow tarp and a wire fence. It won’t provide enough coverage. Although it’s more than we ever had.”

      My parents and brothers rarely made it to my games. They were always too busy with the ski resort. Even in the off-season, we got hikers and other tourists on the mountain.

      “Is that what you really want to be doing with your life?” Dad asked, scraping the last of the rice off his plate and sitting back in his chair to consider me.

      “I didn’t say it was what I wanted to do with my life forever, just what I’m working on now.” I frowned. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

      Dad frowned. “Now, don’t go putting words in my mouth. I didn’t say anything was wrong with it.”

      “I’ve always wanted to ensure that girls’ teams had the equipment they needed.” It wasn’t something I’d discussed with my parents before, so they might have been surprised.

      “Maybe you should talk to your old softball friends. See if they’d be willing to help,” Mom said.

      “That’s a great idea. I was thinking about contacting them too. Natalie and Alice are in serious relationships, so they don’t go out much.” There was just the occasional coffee or shopping trip. They were more likely to invite me to dinner, and there was always a chance that Tyler would be there.

      “It will be good to catch up with them,” Mom said.

      “I think so too.” I was grateful for the change in conversation because I had no idea what my long-term plans were.

      “You think you’ll want to make fundraising a full-time gig?” Xander asked, pushing aside his empty plate.

      I had a feeling he’d be scrounging for something to eat later. It wasn’t enough food for him. “No idea. The one for the ski equipment was just to see if it would be successful.”

      Dad rested his elbows on the table as he considered me. “You raised a lot of money. It was a great event. I’d like to continue it at the lodge. Make it an annual thing.”

      “Oh?” I asked, wondering if they’d run it when I was gone. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I’d been proud that it was my event.

      “Your father and I have talked about the need for an event coordinator at the lodge. Eli is busy with the lodge, and we can’t put anything else on his plate.”

      My heart raced because that was similar to the service I’d provided at my last job. “Oh?”

      “Whomever we’d hire would plan weddings, fundraisers, and other fun events for kids.”

      “I always thought it would be neat to offer an art class for kids. The parents could go skiing while the kids did something fun.” It was no secret that kids didn’t last as long on the hills, especially the younger ones. But why was I offering suggestions when they hadn’t offered the position to me?

      “The fundraiser really got me thinking. It was good for business and our reputation. Plus, we like giving back to the community that supports us. We often hold weddings and other parties. They bring in outside planners, but why not hold that in-house?” Dad said.

      “I used to handle events at the hotel I worked at.”

      Dad held up a hand. “We’re not ready to hire anyone. It’s just something we’re considering.”

      “I’m not sure what I want to do yet.” But if there was ever a position I was qualified for, this was it.

      Keep the business in the family. I’d heard that a billion times growing up, and now he’d created a position that suited me, I wasn’t sure I wanted it, but at the same time, he hadn’t offered it to me. And what about my desire to travel, meet new people, and experience the world? If I took a position at the lodge, that would be it. I wouldn’t be able to back out without letting everyone down, and I couldn’t do that.

      Xander threw a thumb in my direction. “It sounds like Kylie would be qualified for that position.”

      “You’d have to want to stay,” Mom said.

      “Let’s see what you do with the dugout project. If you can get that off the ground, we’ll have another discussion. But I’d need to be convinced you were here to stay. I wouldn’t hire you only to have you leave again.”

      Anxiety churned in my stomach. Is that how he saw me? As someone he couldn’t count on? He hadn’t asked me to stay. No one had ever offered me a position. There was nothing for me here. Right? Had I misread things over the years?

      Mom patted Dad’s hand, and they exchanged a look. “We want you to be happy. Whatever that looks like for you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The subject was lifted, and we didn’t discuss the possibility of that position for the rest of the night. But I couldn’t get it out of my mind. It was perfect for me, but would they offer it to someone else? The thought of it going outside the family when I was perfectly capable of doing it myself hurt. But then I hadn’t proven myself to be reliable. Maybe they needed convincing that I was the right person for the job. They hadn’t seen the events I’d led in Paris.

      The dugout project was my chance to show them that I was competent and the perfect person for the event coordinator position. The problem was, did I want it?

      On the way to my cabin, all I could think about was sitting on the back deck and watching the stars. I usually enjoyed it by myself, but tonight, I didn’t want to be alone. When I arrived, I scrolled through my contacts and hit Tyler’s name.

      “Hey. How’d it go?”

      I wasn’t ready to answer that question. “I’m sitting on the deck, looking at the stars.”

      “Want some company?” he asked, his tone light.

      I smiled. “You read my mind.”

      “I can be there in fifteen.”

      My heart rate picked up. “I don’t want to interrupt your evening.”

      “I met with Mac at a bar and nursed a beer while watching the baseball game. Now, I’m sitting on my couch, flipping through channels. I’d much rather be stargazing with you.”

      I smiled wider. “Then get over here.”

      When he hung up, I set my phone aside and placed my feet on the coffee table in front of me. Telluride was gorgeous. I didn’t miss the smell and busyness of the city. Here, it was quiet. Serene. I could think.

      With each minute that passed, my heart rate kicked up. I’d invited Tyler here with no expectations. I wanted company, but after what happened on the field, I wasn’t sure if being alone with him was a good idea. Did I want to take things further with Tyler?

      My body was on board, but my head was all over the place. My heart was convinced he’d break it like the last guy, and I shouldn’t get involved.

      When the knock sounded, I sighed. Bad idea or not, it was too late to rescind the invitation.

      My stomach felt fluttery and excited in a way it hadn’t since I was a kid and anticipating Tyler Fletcher being in the lodge.

      I opened the door, and he leaned in to kiss me on the cheek. My heart flip-flopped in my chest at the gesture.

      Tyler moved inside as I shut the door. “It must be nice to stay here.”

      “Just wait until you see the view.” I grabbed a couple of beers from the fridge and led the way to the back deck.

      Tyler whistled as he braced his hands on the railing. “This is something else.”

      The sky was clear tonight, and it felt like the stars were endless up here on top of the mountain. I set the bottles on the table. “I missed this when I lived abroad.”

      “Will you want to do that again?” he asked, looking over at me.

      “Maybe. I love traveling,” I said as I stood next to him.

      “I can’t imagine ever leaving Telluride. I love it here. Even though I enjoyed college, I looked forward to coming home.”

      Because Telluride felt like home for him. It never had for me, and I wondered why that was. Was home a place where your family was, or something else? “I was always itching to see what was beyond the mountains. I didn’t want to be tied to the lodge.”

      How we looked at the world was the fundamental difference between us.

      “Fear of missing out. Sounds like a sickness,” Tyler teased as he rested the back of his hand against my forehead as if he was checking for a fever.

      My eyes fluttered closed at the contact, and I swayed slightly in his direction. His hand moved to my hip to steady me.

      “You feel light-headed?” Tyler asked, amusement tinging his voice.

      “A little,” I admitted. I reverted to the teenage girl hidden inside me who crushed on my brothers’ best friend. Over the years, I thought it was the fact that he was forbidden that attracted me, but now that we were hanging out, there was more to it than my brothers not approving.

      “We’d better sit down then.” His hand drifted down my arm, and his hand curled around mine as he led me to the chair I’d been sitting in earlier.

      I dropped his hand as we sat next to each other.

      He popped open the beer and handed it to me. “To our future partnership.”

      I clinked my glass against his and drank the obligatory sip. He’d made our relationship sound like a business proposition, which it was.

      We leaned back in our chairs, propping our feet on the table in front of us and cradling the beers in our hands as we talked about anything and everything. What college was like for Tyler and his brothers. How he’d immediately moved back home to be near his family. He’d loved working for his father and, unlike Sam, didn’t have any hidden desires to start a new branch of the business. He was content with being a foreman.

      “You’re happy in Telluride with your family, and you love your job, but have no desire to do anything else?”

      Tyler rested the glass against his thigh and, with a nod, said, “That sounds about right.”

      “For me, something feels unresolved. Like I should want something more. I just don’t know what.”

      He shifted in the chair, dropping his feet flat to the planked deck. “You traveled the world, and now you’re back. You’re figuring out what you want in life, but it feels like you should already be content with what you have.”

      “Are you content with everything?” I asked, genuinely curious about him.

      Tyler gazed at the sky as he talked. “I love being near my family, spending time with them. I love my nieces. Sam and Mac will expand their families to have more children, and I’m looking forward to that. I was feeling a little unsettled. But then I decided on buying a property to build a house.”

      “That’s amazing, Tyler. Congratulations.”

      “I still feel a little unsettled. Like my life is too good. Or it’s not enough.”

      “I moved back home because I was upset and off-kilter. I’d just lost my job. Without a job and a sponsor, I couldn’t stay abroad. I felt unmoored. Like there was nothing tethering me there. But for you, there’s nothing that says you can’t be content with what you have. Maybe this is it. You’ll be happy spending time with your family and working together.”

      “That’s kind of anticlimactic. I already have everything I want and need.” He smiled, but I sensed he wasn’t sure about that.

      “Maybe you feel uncomfortable because your life is so good. You think something bad has to happen to outweigh the good, but life doesn’t have to be like that. There is no truth to the idea that something bad has to happen when life is good. It can just be good.”

      Tyler smiled over at me. “Stargazing makes us philosophical.”

      “Apparently,” I said as we laughed together. When we sobered, I said, “No. But seriously. You’re seeing everyone go through these big life changes, and you’re feeling a little left out. That’s all it is. Once things settle down, and you’re busy building your house, you’ll be fine.”

      “You’re right. I’ll be busy enough with my projects at work and my house.”

      “Can I look at the blueprints, or do you already have everything figured out?” I asked him, eager to see what he was building.

      “I haven’t gotten that far. I just know I want a two-story colonial with a huge back deck to look at the stars. It won’t look like this since the house is in the valley, but—”

      “It will be beautiful.” I smiled as he met my gaze, and something passed over his face. I couldn’t say what the emotion was, but it sent a pang through my heart.

      We talked until midnight, and then I walked him out. This time, he pulled me in for a hug and held me as if he were breathing me in. When he let me go, I felt like something was missing. Like I was supposed to grab on to the moment, but I didn’t.

      I let him walk away because whatever was missing in Tyler’s life wasn’t me. I didn’t belong in Telluride forever. It was the home I visited now and then, but it wasn’t where I’d settle down. But this time, when I said it to myself, it didn’t ring true.
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TYLER

        

      

    

    
      Later that week, I was checking my work email when I received a message from Kylie with a spreadsheet listing the different parks and schools that had requested dugouts, including how many fields for each, and whether there was space for one. Then she’d listed them in order of the ones she wanted to help first. She’d started with travel and recreation softball teams that didn’t have the same funding as the baseball teams that were supported by various organizations already.

      I was impressed. The number of fields she’d visited this week must have kept her busy, and she’d compiled a useful amount of information. She was a natural at organizing things and presenting them in a manner that was easy to digest.

      The second spreadsheet was a breakdown of the numbers, how much we’d need to raise, and how many dugouts we could build depending on the amount we raised.

      I replied to her email, asking her if she wanted to discuss it further. We still needed to plan the softball games to raise money from raffle tickets and concessions.

      Instead of emailing, she called me. “You said something about babysitting Maggie this weekend. Is that still on?”

      “It is, but you don’t have to join me if you don’t want to.” I’d invited her but then figured she had better things to do than babysit a five-year-old.

      “I figured we could discuss the dugout information when she goes to sleep.”

      “Are you sure babysitting is what you want to do on a Saturday night?” I asked as I played with a pad of Post-its on my desk.

      “I still need to reach out to my old friends. Natalie and Alice are busy with Mac and Sam, so I’m free for the foreseeable future.”

      I wondered what was holding her back from contacting her other friends. “You have some kind of falling-out or something?”

      Kylie was quiet for a few seconds before she said, “I left and didn’t keep in touch. I’m not sure if I’ll be welcomed back.”

      “We’re adults now. I’m sure if you explain that you were busy, or whatever, all will be forgiven.”

      “We’ll see.”

      The line fell quiet for a few seconds, and all I could think about was that night we spent on her deck and how comfortable it had felt discussing my hopes and dreams. She’d eased my worries, but it was still there, lingering just under the surface.

      “I’m babysitting Maggie at Sam’s house. I’ll send you the address if you want to meet me there.” I’d offer to pick her up, but I wanted her to be able to leave whenever she wanted. I still wasn’t convinced she wanted to babysit with me.

      “That works. Should I bring anything?”

      “We usually get takeout.” Part of the reason Maggie looked forward to me babysitting was that we did fun things she didn’t ordinarily do, like eating out.

      “Are Alice and Sam okay with me being there? I don’t have any experience with kids.”

      “I didn’t clear it with them, but I’m not a teenager they have to remind not to bring over girlfriends. They trust me.”

      “Will Maggie be okay with it?” Kylie’s voice was softer.

      “You’ll be fine. Maggie will love you.” I was surprised she was worried about Maggie liking her. Kylie was surprising me in the best ways. I never thought someone who’d lived abroad in Paris and worked at a luxury hotel would want to babysit and plan community softball games to raise money.

      She let out a sigh. “I hope so.”

      “She will. Be ready to play some games.”

      “I can expect to play competitive board games?” she teased.

      “That’s right.” I chuckled as Sam walked into my office. We’d rented a house downtown for our offices. It was empty most of the time since we spent more time on the job sites, but we liked to have the option of meeting with clients in a professional space. More and more, we used computers to show images of what the final renovation would look like.

      I cleared my throat as Sam sat in the chair across from my desk. “Listen, I have to go. Sam’s here.”

      “See you on Saturday,” she said, and I hung up without another word.

      “Who was that?” Sam asked.

      “It was Kylie. We were talking about the dugout fundraiser we’re working on.”

      He raised a brow. “How’s that going?”

      “She reached out to the organizations that expressed an interest, figuring out the number of fields that had a need, and she took pictures so we could plan for the conditions. Then she ran the numbers to see how many dugouts we can build based on the money we raise.”

      He sat across from me. “I didn’t realize you guys were so deep into planning.”

      I clicked on the screen with her spreadsheets and angled it toward Sam.

      “I think when Kylie gets an idea, she runs with it.” At least that’s how she’d been so far while we worked together. So, her not knowing what to do with her life must have been an anomaly for her. She was used to making quick decisions and acting on them.

      Sam leaned forward to look at the numbers. When he sat back, he said, “I’m glad to hear it’s going well. Dad’s excited about it.”

      “We’re meeting on Saturday to go over everything. We’re planning a few community softball games to raise the money.”

      Sam nodded. “That fits with what you’re trying to do.”

      “She hoped it would generate interest and excitement for the project. Maybe even encourage a few more kids to try out for baseball or softball.”

      “If it’s popular, you could make it an annual or biannual thing. That way you could help more people, do more things with the money, and provide equipment too.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. I just don’t know what her plans are.”

      Sam crossed his knee on his leg. “You mean if she’s staying in Telluride?”

      I nodded.

      “She’s laid the groundwork for the project. It sounds like you could just repeat it yourself next time. Let us know if you need help.”

      I didn’t like the idea of running it by myself. But it had nothing to do with shouldering the brunt of the work; it was the thought of Kylie leaving.

      “Kylie’s coming over this weekend while I watch Maggie. Then we’ll discuss the next steps after she goes to sleep.”

      “I’m surprised she’d want to spend her Saturday night babysitting,” Sam said, considering me.

      “That’s the thought I had too.” I felt a little uncomfortable at his scrutiny.

      “Do I need to tell you two kids not to get it on with my kid in the house?”

      “First of all, we aren’t kids, and secondly, there’s nothing going on between us.” There was that heavy make-out session in the outfield, but Sam didn’t need to know about that.

      “Are you sure about that? You two seem close.”

      I chuckled uncomfortably. “Why do you say that?”

      “You always ended up in the same hiding spot when we played hide-and-seek.” Sam had been the one to find us on several occasions.

      “We were kids then.”

      “You seemed close, and now she’s back.”

      I’d talked to Mac, and there was no reason why I shouldn’t tell Sam. “There’s something there, but she’s probably leaving soon. So nothing will come of it.”

      Sam rested his elbows on his thighs. “That’s too bad.”

      I rolled my eyes. “There’s nothing to feel bad about.”

      Sam was quiet for a few seconds before he said, “I always had a feeling about you two.”

      My throat felt tight. “I don’t know what that means.”

      A siren sounded on the street outside my window, and Sam waited until the truck had passed before he said, “I’d hate to see you let something go that could be good for you.”

      I waved a hand in the direction of my computer screen. “We’re working on the project together. That’s it.”

      “If you’re worried about her brothers—” Sam began carefully.

      “They wouldn’t want me dating her. One more reason to keep my distance.”

      Sam’s jaw tightened. “I was going to say that you’re both adults and her brothers’ opinions shouldn’t matter.”

      I shook my head. “They shouldn’t, but they do.”

      “I have a feeling Kylie doesn’t care what they think, and any man good enough for her won’t either. It’s one thing to respect her brothers, but another to bow to them. And I don’t care if she hangs out with Maggie. I’m sure she’ll love her.”

      “Me too.” Kylie was worried she wouldn’t be good with kids, but it was impossible not to adore Maggie.

      “How do you want to juggle building your house with the rest of the scheduled projects?”

      “I thought we’d work on it on the side. It’ll take longer, but then there won’t be any interruption to the business.”

      Sam frowned. “What do you think about focusing on just your house? It will be done in a few months, then you can refocus on other projects.”

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t do that.”

      “I talked about it with Mac, and that’s how we’d like to handle it. We want you in a house sooner rather than later.”

      “Why? We worked on your house and Mac’s house on the side.”

      “We weren’t in a rush to move. We were already in a house. You’re in an apartment.”

      “I don’t mind waiting.”

      “We agreed this was best.”

      “So that’s it, then? You already decided.”

      “It’s not a bad thing. We want to do this for you. You’ll still be the foreman, overseeing everything.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “This is because you and Mac don’t have time on weekends and evenings anymore.”

      Sam nodded as he leaned back in the chair. “That’s part of it. Mac’s having a baby. He wants to spend time with his family, and so do I.”

      I felt something unfurl in my chest; it felt a lot like jealousy. I didn’t have anything taking up my weekends. I could go to the bar and have a drink with my buddies, but my brothers would be too busy for me. I used to think that freedom was everything. Now I wasn’t so sure. It must be nice to have someone waiting on you when you came home instead of an empty apartment.

      “We want you to be happy. Settled.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “You feel bad for me because I’m all alone.”

      “That’s not it at all. We build houses. That’s what we do. We talk about the importance of home and that it reflects who you are. We want that for you too.”

      On some level, they were worried about me, and that felt good, even as it chafed. I didn’t want my brothers talking about me, questioning whether I was settled and happy. Mostly because those same thoughts were plaguing me.

      “And this thing with Kylie, let it flow naturally. Don’t worry about what other people would say or think. It only matters how you feel.”

      I wanted Kylie. I was obviously attracted to her, but Sam was right. There had always been a connection there, even when we were kids. Didn’t I owe it to myself to explore it?

      “Have you decided what you want yet? You should start ordering fixtures, cabinets, and appliances. I figured we could break ground as soon as you’re done with your current project.”

      I was just overseeing the finishing touches on a home renovation. It was just the bathrooms and a kitchen, so it was fairly quick and easy. The owners weren’t micromanaging our every move.

      We moved to the conference room and went over some basic styles of homes we’d built recently, but nothing stood out to me. I knew I wanted a two-story colonial, but I had no definite feelings about brick versus stone exterior, trim colors, or the interior design.

      “You have a bit of time, but this is something we need to know to get started.”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “I know. I’ll figure it out.”

      Then I remembered that Kylie said she loved looking at blueprints. Maybe she could give me some direction. The irony wasn’t lost on me that my contractor brothers couldn’t help me, but Kylie could.

      “I don’t know how you built so many houses over the years and you don’t know exactly what you want.”

      “I guess I never thought I’d build a house.” That was the only thing I could think of. I was content with my bachelor life and couldn’t see past it. I never wanted a family like Mac did, or needed a house like Sam did for his daughter. “I’ve been content with what I have.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      But I sensed that Sam thought it was a little odd that I didn’t know what I wanted. It added this pressure, like a weight on my chest.

      “What would you want if the possibilities were endless? If you could do anything, move anywhere.”

      “Why would I do that when I’m happy here? I wouldn’t want to work anywhere else or live anywhere outside of Telluride.” Everyone I loved was here. There was no need to long for something else when I had everything I needed.

      “Maybe always knowing stifled your imagination.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I could see that thinking I had everything would shut my brain down to other possibilities. I wouldn’t look for other job opportunities or places I’d want to live. But the thought of opening my brain to the options freaked me out a little. Living here, near my family, was safe.

      “We’ll look at this later. Maybe something will inspire you.”

      Maybe it would be Kylie.

      “Thanks for watching Maggie for us,” Sam said as he gathered the blueprints.

      “I like spending time with her. I don’t mind.” It was nice to have that one-on-one time with her when Alice and my brothers weren’t around. We were able to form a special bond.

      “You’ve stopped going to the bars?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I just don’t have to do it every weekend.” Now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d joined my friends for a night out. I was more likely to call one of my brothers to catch up over a beer than hunt for hookups with my buddies.

      “You’re growing up,” Sam teased as he made a move to leave the room.

      “I guess so.” Maybe that’s all this was. I was moving to the next stage of my life; it just didn’t involve a big life change.
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      I was looking forward to seeing Tyler but wondered what I was thinking when I agreed to join him when he babysat his niece. The only explanation I could settle on was that I enjoyed watching him with Maggie.

      He was a natural with her. I never would have seen him as a guy that would melt for a little girl, but he did. But then again, I didn’t know him that well.

      When I rang Alice and Sam’s doorbell, the door immediately opened.

      “Maggie,” I said, a little surprised that she’d answered the door.

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me inside. “They said you were coming.”

      “You don’t mind if I hang out with you, do you?” I asked, suddenly uncomfortable, even though she was holding my hand.

      “What’s that?” Instead of answering, Maggie pointed at the box I held in my hand.

      “It’s an art box I thought we could do together,” I said, second-guessing my decision since Alice was an artist and probably did things like this with her all the time.

      Maggie squealed and brought her hands together as if in prayer. “Can I have it?”

      “Of course.” I handed the box to her, and she took it to the kitchen.

      Alice walked into the foyer. “How are you?”

      “Good. It’s not weird that I’m here, is it?” I asked her as she hugged me.

      Alice frowned. “Should it be?”

      “I don’t know.” Maybe it was just me who felt awkward.

      “I was a little surprised he invited you to join him. He brags that he watches her so he can finally have her to himself. When Mac’s around, they tend to fight over her.” Then she waved a hand. “It’s all in good fun. They’re always teasing each other.”

      “It’s hot seeing him interact with Maggie. You know what I mean, right?” I asked in a quiet voice. Alice started out as Maggie’s nanny, so she probably experienced the same phenomenon.

      Alice grinned. “I know exactly what you’re talking about. There’s just something about a man holding his daughter—” she broke off as Tyler came over to us, Maggie bouncing in his arms as he walked. She had her little arms wrapped around his neck as she looked over at us. “Or niece.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Tyler asked as he set Maggie on the floor.

      I slowly shook my head. I couldn’t admit the truth, that I thought he was hot when he held his niece.

      Tyler flipped his thumb over his shoulder. “You’re doing that art stuff with me, right? It looks a little complicated.”

      “You brought Maggie art to do?” Alice asked.

      “We used to stock them at the hotel for kids to do in the art room. I led the class, so don’t worry, Tyler. I can help.”

      “Now I want to stay to see what this art box is all about,” Alice said as Sam jogged down the steps, picking Maggie up and throwing her in the air. Her curls flew everywhere as her giggles filled the foyer.

      “Be good, you little monster,” he said, blowing raspberries on her stomach as he held her upside down.

      She giggled. “I’m not a monster.”

      “Sure, you’re not,” Sam said as he lowered her to the ground, and then he grabbed Alice’s jacket from the hook by the door and helped her into it. “You ready to go?”

      He brushed her hair to one shoulder, kissing the bare skin of her neck. It was sensual, yet casual enough that I suspected he did it all the time. A faint blush tinged Alice’s cheeks as she turned in his arms and caressed his cheek. “Ready when you are.”

      Sam opened the door and said, “You two behave tonight.”

      “Don’t worry, Dad. We’ve got this handled,” Tyler said as Maggie tried to tug him toward the kitchen.

      “I bet you do,” Sam said with a grin.

      I shook my head, even as my cheeks heated. I wondered if Alice and Sam thought there was more between us than there was. Sure, there was that incident on the field and the other one when we were younger, but nothing had happened the night we looked at the stars. We were capable of being responsible and not giving in to this attraction.

      “Art before dinner?” Tyler asked Maggie as Sam and Alice slipped out.

      I wondered if he was distracting her from them leaving. Did she normally get upset? Either way, my heart was contracting in my chest. I thought I could handle seeing Tyler with Maggie, but I was wrong.

      Maggie nodded and then said, “Piggyback ride.”

      It wasn’t even a question. Tyler dipped his knees to help her climb onto his back. Maggie giggled as he lifted her high. Her curls bounced with every step as he tipped her one way, then the other, pretending to drop her.

      I followed at a slower pace, wondering how I was going to survive the night. No wonder Alice didn’t last long as Sam’s nanny. It was a wonder she resisted as long as she did.

      We moved into the kitchen where the art box sat on a table. Maggie had already pulled out the little paint tray, the miniature bottles of paint, and the materials.

      “First, you need to pick the project you want to do.” The theme for this one was space.

      Sam opened the booklet of options, and Maggie perused them. “I want to make the planets.”

      This one required a larger piece of paper, so I pulled out one. “Do you have something to go under her paper so the table doesn’t get wet?”

      “I think it’s in the laundry room.” Tyler went to the open doorway just off the kitchen and returned with a mat that had an ice cream truck on it. He moved it under her watercolor paper while I opened the bottles and dropped a different paint color into each spot of the paint tray.

      Then I cued up the video on my phone and propped it against her water bottle on the table so she could watch it. “You ready to watch?”

      “Uh-huh.” Maggie nodded.

      I hit the arrow to play the video, and the voice of the instructor filled the room. We followed the instructions, pressing pause here and there so she could complete the step before moving on to the next one. Her paper slowly filled with circles for the planets, then she colored the rest of the page a midnight blue to represent outer space.

      “That looks amazing, Maggie,” Tyler said when she was done.

      “Let’s leave it to dry,” I said, moving it to a higher countertop.

      “Can we make s’mores?” Maggie asked, turning her pleading eyes on Tyler.

      “Of course.”

      I had a feeling Tyler said yes to whatever she wanted. I put the unused supplies back in the box and cleaned the tray in the sink. When I was finished, I followed the low voices to the patio, where Tyler had already started a fire and they were holding marshmallows on sticks over the smoke.

      Once their marshmallows were roasted, I helped them make a sandwich of graham crackers and chocolate.

      Tyler let Maggie have two before declaring it time for a bath. Maggie protested, but Tyler lifted her with a groan. “But you’re a sticky monster.”

      Maggie giggled as he carried her up the stairs. I didn’t want to intrude on their one-on-one time, so I cleaned up and stayed by the fire to make sure it burned out. Twenty minutes or so later, Maggie bounded down the steps in her pajamas. “Will you read me a story?”

      “Of course.” I couldn’t say no, not when she’d asked so sweetly.

      I let her lead me upstairs, where Tyler was leaning against the headboard. His feet hung over the end of the bed. Even though he was too big for the twin bed, he looked comfortable, like he belonged.

      Tyler patted the bed next to him.

      “Will I fit?” I asked as Tyler tugged my arm, and I sat on the bed next to him. My back rested against his chest, and I felt warm all over.

      Maggie handed me a book while she climbed under the covers next to us. I had no idea what the book was about as I read it to her. All I could think about was the heat behind me and the hand Tyler placed on my hip to hold me close.

      I felt every inch of his body pressed against mine, and it was difficult to breathe. I worried he’d discover how he affected me.

      When I finished reading the last page, Tyler said, “Time for bed.”

      Maggie protested, but Tyler rolled so I could get up first, and then he followed. “We only had time for one book because you wanted to take a bubble bath.”

      Maggie pouted, her lower lip protruding, but Tyler kissed her forehead, said sweet dreams, and turned off the lamp.

      “Night, Maggie. Thanks for letting me hang out with you.”

      We moved out of the room, and he closed the door so only a sliver of light shone through.

      “She just falls asleep on her own?” I asked as I headed down the steps.

      “That’s the idea. Sometimes she thinks she gets to stay up late because I’m here.”

      “Like it’s a slumber party with Tyler?” I teased.

      “Sometimes I indulge her, but Sam prefers her to sleep in her bed at her bedtime. He said it messes up her routine if I do something different.”

      “That makes sense.” And it was sweet that he listened to Sam’s wishes. Sure, he was babysitting Maggie, but he could justify it by saying he was an uncle and got to do the fun stuff with her. I appreciated that he honored his wishes.

      I was learning all sorts of things about him tonight, and I felt like I’d gotten a glimpse into who Tyler was—a family man who couldn’t resist his niece.

      We settled on the couch, and Tyler flipped on the TV. “Let’s give her a few minutes to fall asleep before we get out our work. That way we’re not interrupted.”

      We waited, but Maggie never got out of bed.

      “Want something to drink?” Tyler asked a short while later as he walked into the kitchen. When I followed him, he said, “I can make lemon water.”

      “That sounds good.” I pulled out my laptop so we could plan the softball games. “I reserved the fields we went to that first time. There are three fields in that small area, a snack shack, and plenty of parking.”

      Tyler sliced a lemon and squeezed its juice into the glasses of water. “You’ve done your research.”

      “I have nothing but time lately.” I kept myself busy so I wouldn’t have to think about what I was or wasn’t doing with my life.

      When he pushed the glass over to me, I tilted the screen to show him the fliers I’d drafted. “Essentially, we’ll have people register for teams in one of the games. If we get enough participants, we can have three going at the same time. We’ll just have to see.”

      “Teachers versus kids, parents versus kids, and police officers versus firefighters,” Sam read from the screen.

      “Do you have any other ideas? Or we could do age groups against each other if we have more kids.”

      “Have you talked to the police and fire department already?”

      I nodded my head. “They do softball games already for fundraisers, so they were quick to say yes. They loved the idea.”

      “This is impressive,” Tyler said as he stood next to me, pulling the laptop closer to him. “You did this yourself?”

      “I can do a little graphic design. I took some online classes. I’m not an expert, but—”

      “I don’t know. These look great. I think if we post them around town and in online forums, we’ll have a lot of participants.”

      “Good.” I wanted this to be a successful event. A part of me wanted to prove to my family that I could do this. They hadn’t seen what I’d done at my previous job, and it was important that they saw me as a functioning adult. Sometimes, I thought they’d only ever see me as a teenager.

      “I don’t know that we needed to meet. You have everything handled.” There was no censure in his voice.

      “We can make any changes you want. I’m used to handling these events on my own with only direction from the guest. For this one, we don’t really have a paying customer.”

      “I’d like to be involved too. I don’t want this to be just Fletcher & Sons in name only.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry. I just start planning and can’t stop.” I scanned my to-do list, the one that I was continually adding to. “What do you want to be involved in? You’re already helping us build the dugouts and providing supplies at a reduced cost.”

      Tyler moved closer so that his arms were braced on the counter next to me and leaned in to look over my notes. He smelled like soap, and there was a hint of aftershave, and I was mesmerized by the way the muscles in his arms flexed as he leaned in. “I’d like to help with the ticket and raffle sales.”

      “Really?” I asked, looking up at him and realizing too late that he was a lot closer than I’d originally thought. He could drop his head a few inches and his lips would be on mine.

      His forehead wrinkled. “You don’t think I can do it?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I wasn’t sure he’d want to do it, and I had the time.

      “We could go to local games and put up the flyers, then walk around and ask the spectators if they’d like to come and support the cause.”

      I cleared my throat and looked away from the line of his jaw. I needed to focus on why I was here, and it wasn’t to admire Tyler’s body. “That’s a great idea. I’ll get the game schedules for a few of the fields.”

      He’s straightened. “Do you think the whole family could come? It would be good for Delaney and Maggie to be involved too.”

      I smiled at him. “I love that idea. You’re involving your family with your business.”

      “The more I think about it, this is for them too. When they grow up, they should have everything they want and need if they decide to play sports. I was thinking that we should help boys since we played baseball, but that was shortsighted of me. The future generation of Fletchers is girls.”

      “I don’t know. Mac and Natalie might have a boy.” But I was lost in the way he’d included Natalie’s daughter, Delaney, in his definition of family. She had a father and a different last name. Legally, Mac couldn’t adopt her, but the family included her as one of them. Family wasn’t just blood or a last name.

      “I think it’s important for the girls to help.”

      “I think so too.” I could see how important this was for him to be involved in this endeavor, and I respected him more for it. In an effort not to throw my arms around him and press myself against his body, I added the game schedule to my to-do list.

      “Is there anything else we can do tonight?” Tyler asked as he refilled his water.

      “I think that’s it. We can reconvene when I have a better idea of the game schedule.”

      He drank from his glass, and I was distracted by the way his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down with his swallows. When he’d drained the glass, he rinsed it in the sink and placed it in the dishwasher. When he turned to find me watching him, he asked, “Want to watch a movie?”

      “I should probably get going. Maggie’s asleep—”

      “This is the best part of the night. The little one’s asleep, and we have the whole night ahead of us.”

      A movie sounded good. “At least until Alice and Sam come home.”

      “They won’t be home for at least a couple of hours yet. They said they were headed to a movie after dinner.”

      I stowed my laptop in my bag and watched as Tyler pulled out the popcorn maker and a bowl. The smell of popcorn quickly filled the kitchen, and I hoped the noise of the machine didn’t wake Maggie.

      Tyler grabbed a beer from the fridge and the bowl of popcorn and led the way into the family room, setting everything on the coffee table.

      Sam held up his hands before he sat. “I’m going to tell you right now, I can’t watch the new princess movie. I promised Maggie we’d watch it together.”

      My heart stuttered to a stop and then galloped in my chest. “That’s okay. I don’t care what we watch.”

      “You’ll need to move closer if you want some popcorn.”

      I sighed, wondering if he’d purposely only made one large bowl so I couldn’t keep my distance, and then I wondered why. He’d made an impulsive move at the baseball field, but I thought he’d taken a few steps back since then. He hadn’t kissed or touched me since, despite the opportunity.

      I scooted closer to him and reached a hand into the bowl. This popcorn was so much better than the microwavable kind.

      When he found a new movie neither of us had seen, he threw the remote onto the coffee table and placed his arm on the back of the couch while he balanced the bowl on his thigh with his free hand. The effect was that I was leaning into his side.

      The warmth of his body seared mine, and it was difficult to concentrate on the screen. Every few seconds, Tyler reached into the bowl to grab another handful and dropped it into his mouth. I caught myself watching him several times before I refocused on the movie.

      It didn’t matter how sexy Tyler was, he was my partner in this fundraiser. I couldn’t afford to screw this up and have my family think I couldn’t be trusted or that I wasn’t able to focus on the job.

      When the popcorn was gone, Tyler moved the bowl to the table in front of us, but I didn’t move. I was so tired. I’d been working nonstop on the fundraiser this week. Add in the stress of seeing Tyler today, and I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

      Eventually, they slipped closed, and it felt too good to lean my head on his shoulder. I was startled awake a short time later by a key in the door. I came to slowly, unsure where I was. My head was curled into Tyler’s chest, his arm heavy on my back, and my hand rested on his taut stomach. When I looked up, Tyler was sleeping too.

      Alice walked into the family room before I could move away from Tyler. She raised her brow as she looked at Tyler’s arm around me. “You fell asleep?”

      I extracted myself from under Tyler’s arm and noticed the movie was long over. The screensaver had been playing. “We must have.”

      Tyler came to then, rubbing the back of his neck. “Did we fall asleep?”

      “Yep,” I said, moving as far away from the couch as I could get. “I’ll just get going.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Alice offered while Sam sat on the couch next to Tyler.

      “I’ll let you know when the games are,” I said to Tyler as I grabbed the strap of my bag and followed Alice to the door. “Sorry about that.”

      “What are you sorry for, exactly? Falling asleep on the couch or on Tyler?”

      I blushed. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I was just so tired, and I must have leaned into him when I fell asleep.”

      “Uh-huh,” Alice said, as if she were unconvinced by my explanation. “I think we need a girls’ night soon.”

      “I’d love that.” I hugged her.

      “I’ll let you know when I can get away.”

      I knew it wasn’t that Sam said she needed to stay in but that she wanted to spend every spare moment with Sam and Maggie, and I couldn’t blame her. If I were in a committed relationship with someone who treated me like Sam did her, I’d probably do the same.

      On the way home, I tried and failed to think of Tyler liking me that way. Even if something happened between us, I couldn’t imagine it being anything more than physical. Tyler wasn’t looking for anything more, and neither was I.
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      The rest of the week, there was a flurry of messages from Kylie advising me of the games and times that we could distribute flyers. Tonight was the night we’d agreed to do it.

      I hadn’t anticipated that it would be so warm. When I arrived at her cabin, Kylie was in a white tank top, frayed jean shorts, and white sneakers. Even though it was a casual outfit, everything looked expensive. There was some embossed lettering on the shoes, and I was almost positive she was wearing a Gucci belt. There was something inherently sexy about her outfit, and it wasn’t the expanse of bare skin.

      “It’s so hot out today,” she said as she fanned herself with the stack of flyers.

      “I think you’re just not used to it yet. In July, this will seem like nothing.”

      “I haven’t been home in so long; I don’t know what to expect.”

      “Where to?”

      “I thought we’d hit the places on Main Street and then the fields.” Kylie turned on the radio. I swear she smelled like honeysuckle, a scent I hadn’t detected since the days of hiking in the woods behind the lodge.

      She put on some pop song, and I couldn’t even protest. I was too aware of her tan legs, and the globes of her breasts were visible above her top when she leaned over to change the radio station. I bit my lip when it seemed like they were going to spill out.

      “You don’t like the music?” she asked as she sat back.

      “It’s fine.”

      “You seem quiet today.”

      Because I’m too busy ogling you to make small talk. “I have a lot on my mind.”

      “With work?”

      “I can’t decide on what I want for my house. It’s holding everything up. We can’t order supplies if I don’t know whether I want brick or stone.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “I would have thought you’d have your dream home picked out already.”

      “I never even thought about what I’d want. Maybe I thought I’d be with someone and they’d have an opinion.” That didn’t make sense, because I never wanted to be in a serious relationship.

      “Do you need help? You know I love looking at houses.”

      “I might take you up on that.” I parked at one end of Main Street. “I figured we could do it together or split up. You take one side, and I’ll take the other.”

      “Splitting up probably makes the most sense.”

      I was disappointed, but it made the most sense, and I’d have some time to cool off. We each took one side of the street, going into one store after the other and asking if we could post the flyers. Most store owners were okay with it. I only ran into one or two that didn’t allow it.

      The only thing that slowed me down was the questions about what we were raising money for. A couple of people even handed me cash.

      When I was finished, Kylie sat on the tailgate of my truck, a drink in her hand and one next to her. She lifted the sweating container and pressed it against her forehead. She closed her eyes, obviously enjoying the coolness.

      I wanted to step up to her, push her legs wide enough to let me in, and lick the sweat off her neck. Before my imagination could get away from me, I sat next to her. “Is this for me?”

      She slowly opened her eyes. “What took you so long?”

      “A few of the shop owners wanted to hear more about it, and a couple of people gave me money.” I tossed her the cash.

      Kylie’s eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled. “That’s great news. I hope this means people will be into this. I was a little worried we wouldn’t raise enough money to help everyone.”

      “It could be an ongoing project where we raise money continuously to build more.”

      She leaned back on her hands and tipped her head back on a laugh. “But I want to help everyone now.”

      That’s what made Kylie so special. She didn’t go into anything half-assed. She was all in. I admired her even more for it. “We don’t know what’s going to happen yet.”

      “I have a hard time being patient.”

      I sipped the cool lemonade. “Where to next?”

      “Let’s go to the ball fields and work the crowd for a while.”

      “I wish we had a pool we could jump into afterward,” I said as she hopped off.

      “Maybe you should put in a pool at your new place,” Kylie said with a smile, and now I was imagining her in a red bikini.

      “Wouldn’t get much use. We don’t get that hot around here.”

      “But it would be an amazing luxury if you could afford it. Plus, you could put in a hot tub that would get year-round use.”

      “Hmm. The whole family would have to come to me for the pool. I’m starting to like this idea,” I said as I closed the tailgate and moved around the truck to climb inside.

      “You enjoy being surrounded by family,” she said with a wistfulness in her tone.

      It wasn’t a question, but I nodded. “I like the idea of being the house the kids want to come to. Maybe I should put in a game room in the basement.”

      “I told you that you’d figure out what you wanted.”

      We arrived at the same field we’d played on a couple of weeks ago and parked in the crowded lot.

      “It’s a lot different from the first time we were here, huh?” Kylie asked as we walked through the lot to the pavilion and fields.

      “It’s busy,” I agreed.

      “Hopefully, we’ll sell some tickets. I think we should explain what we’re doing and ask if they’d like to support us by buying tickets to the games or donating money.”

      “I think that’s the best we can do.”

      “Let’s split up. You take field one and I’ll take two. We’ll reconvene before field three.”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      She seemed nervous, and I wondered if this crowd would be open to what we wanted to do or if they preferred to just come to the fields and watch their kids’ games.

      “Here goes nothing,” Kylie said.

      I grabbed her wrist, my thumb lazily stroking the soft skin there. “We’ve got this.”

      Kylie nodded. “Good luck.”

      “Same to you,” I said, reluctantly letting go. I tried a few different pitches before I settled on, “We’re raising money to build dugouts. Would you like to purchase tickets to a game to support us?”

      I got a few skeptical questions, like: Why do the kids need dugouts? They have a tarp.

      I carefully answered each question, but I found those with similar questions didn’t donate. I was disappointed more people weren’t interested in coming to the games. I met Kylie at the backstop for field three.

      “That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped.”

      “If the parents of kids playing softball don’t support us, then what are we doing here?” Kylie asked, her shoulders slumped.

      “If they don’t want it, then we have our answer. Maybe we could reach out to the paper to see if they’d run an article on it.”

      Kylie’s eyes brightened. “That’s a great idea. Let’s tackle this last field and then get something to eat. I’m tired.”

      Working the crowd together took only half the time, and we were slightly more successful. “We sold some tickets,” I said when we reconvened by the truck.

      “What if we asked small businesses and corporations to sponsor the teams? That would bring in more money than selling tickets.”

      “It’s worth a shot,” I said, proud that she hadn’t given up yet.

      “I’ll call around this week and see what I can drum up.”

      I had a feeling she was good at schmoozing business owners. “Let’s get takeout and eat at your place.”

      “You just love the view.”

      I smiled and winked at her. “You’re right. I do.” And I wasn’t talking about the view of the stars or the woods. I was talking about her.

      Her skin was damp with perspiration, and I had visions of hosing her down. I adjusted myself in my pants as we climbed into the truck, and I drove toward the brick oven pizza place downtown. I ordered several pizzas, knowing I could take leftovers to my brothers if necessary, and drove to her place.

      “I can’t wait until I have a place of my own. I want a yard to work on and a garage for my truck.”

      “It’s time.”

      “It is,” I said, running a hand through my hair as we headed up the steps to the porch and inside.

      “It’ll take longer to build what you want, but it will be so worth it.”

      “I think so too.” There was something about the process of thinking about what I wanted that was part of the journey. Maybe this house build was a way to discover myself and what I wanted out of life.

      At her house, I set the pizza boxes on the back deck and then went to the shed on the ground level underneath it.

      “What are you looking for?” Kylie asked, following me.

      “You have the key for this?”

      She unlocked it and pushed open the door. Inside was yard equipment, including shovels and garden pails. I found a sprinkler and held it up.

      Her eyes widened as I set it up at the back of the house and turned it on. It squeaked as I turned the nozzle. When it sputtered and water flew into the air in an arc, Kylie smiled. I held my hand out to her. “Come on.”

      “This bring you back to hot summer days at the lodge?” Kylie asked me as she took my hand.

      “Absolutely.” There wasn’t a pool, so we’d cool off in the sprinklers that dotted the property. It was so large we’d run from one to the other until we were soaked and exhausted.

      We stood at the edge of the stream until I said, “Let’s go.” We ran through, laughing and screaming when the cold water hit us, and then we stood in the steady stream of the sprinkler, letting the water cascade over us. Kylie’s hair stuck to her head, but her white tank was see-through. I saw the lace of her bra and the nub of her nipple. I wanted to suck it through her shirt.

      I wanted so much more. I was hard as a rock as I moved toward her, as if in a trance. I cupped the back of her head and kissed her.

      The water rotated around us as her lips parted and my tongue tangled with hers. I needed more. I lifted the hem of her shirt to touch the soft skin of her stomach. Then I dropped to my knees on the soggy earth and kissed her belly button.

      Her fingers tangled in my hair as she looked down at me with so much wonder and desire in her expression. “Tyler.”

      “I want you.” But I wouldn’t make another move unless she wanted me.

      She finally nodded. “Please.”

      And then I soared up, lifting her as I stood and throwing her over my shoulder. I didn’t care about the sprinkler or how wet we were. I carried her up the steps and only set her down when we were in front of the slider.

      She pushed it open as if it hadn’t been locked, and I made a mental note to discuss locking it later. Right now, I wanted nothing more than my mouth on her skin, licking and sucking. I groaned as she lifted her shirt over her head, throwing it over her head as she slipped inside. The air conditioning wasn’t on, but it was cooler inside.

      She grabbed my hand, tugging me up the stairs and into the master bedroom. At the end of the bed, she turned to face me.

      “I’ve never seen you look more beautiful.”

      She laughed. “I look like a drowned rat.”

      “Like I said, you’ve never been more beautiful.” I should have offered to dry her hair or pat her down, but I was too impatient. I wanted her.

      There was none of the hesitation that was there during our first night together. This time, I knew I wanted all of her. I wasn’t worried about what anyone would think. It was just me and Kylie and this bed. I wanted her splayed out naked on it now. I pushed her jean shorts down, leaving her in a blush-colored bra and panty set.

      She turned to place one knee on the bed, and I realized her panties were thongs. I palmed her ass, making her pause in her movement. “I could fuck you here. One leg on the floor and your knee on the bed.” It would be the perfect angle.

      She smiled, and it was a little naughty. “We could.”

      I cupped her sex from behind and squeezed lightly until her eyelids fluttered closed and she moaned. I finally had Kylie Wilde in bed, and I wasn’t going to squander the opportunity. I wanted her in this position and every other. I hoped she let me stay the night because I had a feeling one time wouldn’t be enough, and I wouldn’t last long enough to savor it.

      She braced her hands on the bed, placing both knees on the soft comforter. I lowered her panties until her plump lips were bare to me. I dropped to my knees, spreading her folds before I dove in with my tongue, licking and sucking, then using my finger. Her hips rocked in time with my thrusts. She looked so gorgeous like this.

      Her skin was flushed and warm despite the water still clinging to it. I unhooked her bra, and she let the straps fall down her shoulders and onto the bed. I cupped her breast with one hand and plucked her nipple.

      She was truly wild now, rocking back on my hand, little moans escaping between her lips as she begged me to make her come.

      I wanted her to come on my cock the first time, though. When she was eighteen, we messed around, giving each other oral, but we never had sex. I wanted that more than anything. I wanted to establish that things were different now. We were adults, and we could have whatever we wanted. We were doing this, and there was no going back.

      I moved away from her long enough to toss my shirt and push off my pants and briefs. I grabbed a condom from my wallet and pushed it over my length.

      Kylie looked over her shoulder.

      “You want me?” I asked her, poised at her entrance.

      She tipped her hips to give me better access. “I always have.”

      That was all I needed to hear before I slid inside, slowly, ever so slowly. I couldn’t believe I was with Kylie. That she was naked on the bed, offering herself up to me. It was like every teenage fantasy I had come to life.

      When I pushed deep, I paused, letting her adjust to me and thinking of something else so I wouldn’t blow my load too soon.

      This was Kylie Wilde. My friends’ younger sister. The woman I shouldn’t want, but the only one I did.

      And when I moved inside her, it felt like nothing I’d ever felt before. She was tight and warm and welcoming, and I wanted to sink inside her forever.

      She pushed back on me, urging me to fuck her harder. This was nothing like I’d imagined over the years. Somehow, it was hotter. Everything was clearer, more vivid somehow. The sunlight streamed through the windows as I rocked inside her, my fingers braced on her hips.

      I never wanted it to end. Her walls tightened around me and then spasmed. I pressed my chest to her back, palming her breast as I thrust one more time, then two, and the orgasm shot through me.

      When I finally came down from the most powerful orgasm I’d ever had, I kissed her shoulder, pulled out, and discarded the condom in the bathroom trash. When I returned, she was under the covers, curled on her side. Was she embarrassed? Did she regret what we’d done?

      I slipped under the covers behind her, pulling her against me. I kissed her shoulder. “Are we okay?”

      “Mmm,” she murmured.

      I loved the feel of her skin against mine. I ran a hand down her shoulder and over her hip. “I want to stay.”

      She shifted in my arms and kissed my chin. “I want that too.”

      “Good. Because I’m not done with you.” I didn’t think I’d ever be. I wanted her even more now than I had when we were younger.

      “Me either.”

      “No regrets?” I searched her face for any sign of it.

      She smiled softly. “Not at all.”

      I held her until we remembered there was pizza on the deck, and then we got dressed, her in a pair of soft shirts and a tee, and me in my mostly dry shirt and shorts.

      We ate out of the box, not bothering to grab plates or napkins. It was a gorgeous night, the heat cooling as the sun set. We stowed the leftover pizza in the fridge.

      “What now?” she asked me.

      “We could watch a movie or go to bed early,” I said with a waggle of my eyebrows.

      She frowned. “You don’t have the blueprints for the homes you’re considering with you, do you?”

      “They’re in the truck.”

      “Can I look at them?”

      “Of course.” I plucked my keys from the table and grabbed the plans from the backseat of my truck. I spread them on the table in the dining room.

      There was something about sharing these with her. I wanted her opinion. I needed her input, and I couldn’t explain why.
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      I spread the blueprints on the table so I could see each one as I walked around. When I found a two-story house I was interested in, I sat in the chair, my leg curled underneath me, and traced a path with my finger through the house.

      Tyler leaned a hip against the table. “What are you doing?”

      “I like to imagine that I live there. I’d park in the garage, walk through the door here, into the mudroom, and then into the kitchen.” I traced the path with my finger, returning to the mudroom. “Is this room small, or is it just me?”

      He leaned closer to see the specs. “It’s tight.”

      “I wonder if it should be enlarged in case you have kids and need more storage space, or could it be a separate room?” I asked him.

      “You could do either.”

      “I’m not a fan of walking into a house through a mudroom. Most homeowners enter through the garage, not the front door.”

      “I agree.”

      “And if your guests enter through the garage for some reason, you don’t want them to see your dirty laundry.”

      He chuckled. “That’s a good point.”

      “If this were my house, I’d create a hallway here with a separate mudroom with a washer and a dryer, cabinets for storage, and a place for shoes and jackets. If you’re into sports, you can even have something here to hold balls and bats.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “Do you enjoy cooking?” Kylie asked me.

      “I prefer grilling.”

      “I think the kitchen is fine, then. A large gourmet island works for everyone, and there’s enough space to get around everything. Could you do a bump-out and put in a large farmhouse-style table since you enjoy get-togethers?”

      Instead of responding, Tyler grabbed a pencil and inputted the change with a note for a farmhouse table. I was a little surprised he was even listening to my opinion. I had no experience with designing or building houses.

      “The family room is nice as long as you think there’s enough room. I love a stone fireplace here. Especially with the view of the mountains I’m sure you’ll have. You want the room to be both warm and inviting.” I could see it now, sitting on a large sectional with a blanket thrown over our laps while we sipped hot chocolate and enjoyed the fire. “Is there a way you could sit and enjoy both the fireplace and the view through the windows? The way I was envisioning it, your back would be to the windows but facing the fireplace.”

      “If we bumped out the back and put the fireplace on this wall, it could work.”

      “Can you do whatever you want with these?” I asked him.

      Tyler shrugged. “I’m the builder.”

      “This is so fun,” I said as my heart rate increased. I was like a kid in the candy store. “You have a dining room and a formal living room, but what about a study? Do you work from home?”

      “I’d like to.”

      “Then maybe you should turn this front room into an office. You don’t need a dining room here; it’s so far from the kitchen. Besides, you’ll add that area with the farmhouse table in the kitchen, negating the need for it.”

      “My mom hosts the formal holiday dinners anyway.”

      I reviewed the changes he’d made. “The first floor is perfect now.”

      “What do you think I should do for the outside? Stone or brick?”

      “Is money an issue?” I asked him.

      “Not at all. I want this to be the only house I ever build.”

      I lifted my gaze to meet his. “Stone. It fits with the area. It will feel warmer than brick, and you don’t want siding.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay? You’re just agreeing to my suggestions?” I asked, a little surprised. Was he just placating me and would do whatever he wanted, or did he truly like the changes?

      “I wasn’t thinking about flow the way you were. I’ve never done that. Usually, the customer will tell us what they want, whether it makes sense or not. I’m not used to making these decisions myself.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get better at it as you go.”

      He pulled up a chair, his arm resting over the back of mine. “Can you look at the second floor for me?”

      “Of course. This is fun.”

      He moved even closer, his legs surrounding my chair and his breath skating over my cheek. “I like having five bedrooms.”

      “What about the sizes? I hate when there are more bedrooms but one’s the size of a closet.”

      “We can make this one bigger and add a Jack and Jill bathroom between rooms four and five. En suite bathrooms for rooms two and three.”

      “And a walk-in closet for this one, in case you have a daughter. Or you can use it as the guest room,” I hurried to add.

      “I never thought about having kids.”

      “Maybe your nieces will want to have a sleepover with you once the house is done. Camp out in the backyard.”

      He sucked in a breath. “I would love that.”

      “I love that you’re so close to your nieces.” And that he considered Delaney to be the same as Maggie.

      I turned my head to see his face, and his lips were so close to mine. “They’re everything to me.”

      I don’t think he even realized what his response was doing to my heart. There was a sharp pang telling me that he would be an amazing father. But he didn’t want that. He didn’t even want a serious relationship. Then there was the tiny voice inside my head that asked if I could change him. That was a losing proposition.

      I turned back to the sheets in front of us, focusing on the master bedroom. “I think a tub in front of this window would be fabulous.”

      “Fabulous, huh?” he asked, his tone amused.

      “You know, one of those freestanding ones. I can see the snow falling outside, covering the trees while I was warm in the tub.”

      “I like that picture too.” His nose nuzzled my neck, sending a tingle down my spine. “I think I’m done looking at the house.”

      I didn’t think about whether he’d chosen this house because I liked it. My head tilted involuntarily to give him access to my neck. “Me too.”

      He accommodated me by kissing the sensitive skin, his hand roving under my shirt and cupping my breasts. I hadn’t bothered to put my bra back on after we’d gotten dressed, and I was loving that decision now. He tweaked the nipple, making my panties wet, as I turned my face to kiss him.

      “I want you bent over this table.”

      My breath hitched at the picture his words drew. The windows were open to the side yard, but no one ever came over. My brothers didn’t drop in here like they would at the main house, and the thought of being so free was intoxicating. “Yes.”

      He lifted my shirt until I let him pull it over my head, and then I stood, shoving down my shorts and panties so he could act on his dirty words.

      He did the same before pulling me against him and kissing me. My breasts pressed against the hard planes of his chest as he walked me back and swept the papers off the table so he could sit me on it. “Lie back.”

      His voice was tight as I hurried to comply. Instinctively, my knees fell apart as he stepped between them and dropped to his.

      He didn’t waste any time licking me from my entrance to my clit, where he teased me. His fingers entered me with no hesitation. I was already primed from the earlier bout of sex, so I easily crested with the cool table behind my back. I’d never felt more open with anyone. I wanted to give him everything if he’d take it.

      He kissed my inner thighs as he worked his way up my body to suck first one, then the second nipple, into his mouth. His cock teased my entrance, and I ground over it, needing more friction. “I need a condom,” he said as he pulled away from me.

      I hated the distance, even though he grabbed the wrapper and ripped it with his teeth before sheathing himself. “As much as I want to fuck you on that table, I’d prefer if you were bent over it.”

      I scrambled to get down, his hand on my hip to steady me. With his palm, he eased me over, my palms flat on the table and my cheek to the side. In this position, I felt so vulnerable. I knew he could hurt me, but I vowed to keep my emotions in check.

      This was just two adults exploring the chemistry between them. It didn’t mean anything, even as my heart felt like it was slowly being pulled apart at the seams.

      He eased my feet farther apart as he tested the moisture between my legs.

      I glanced at him over my shoulder. His eyes were dark with desire, and his focus was where he was lining up his cock at my entrance. “Tyler, please.”

      “I don’t want to rush.” His voice was softer now, almost reverent, which was interesting given my position bent over the dining room table. This felt rawer than anything I’d ever done with a man before, yet at the same time more intimate.

      His cock slowly slid inside, and my eyes fluttered closed as I savored the sensation of him filling me. I chanted his name in my head, wishing I could unleash all the emotions bubbling up inside my chest.

      Then he pulled back and thrust inside. With a hand on my hip, he increased his pace, sending my body skidding across the table from the force.

      Then he pressed his chest to my back, and he slowed his movements. He kissed my shoulder, moving my hair out of the way to suck on the skin of my neck. The effect was intimate.

      I bit my lip against the sensation of his bare body covering mine, his cock filling me up. I was quickly barreling toward another orgasm. I didn’t even think it was possible to experience so much pleasure in one day.

      I wondered if my other partners hadn’t been as attentive, but I think it was more than that. It was Tyler. It was like he was meant for me.

      I hated to think that way when we hadn’t made any promises to each other. We were enjoying what was transpiring between us. But both of us were aware that it couldn’t go anywhere.

      Anytime I’d get the flutter of hope in my chest, I stifled it. I wouldn’t make a decision to stay in Telluride because of a man.

      When Tyler reached around to finger my clit, I went off like a rocket, bucking against his hips as he thrust deep. I felt closer to him than I ever had to another person. He took his time, kissing my shoulders and pulling out slowly.

      He helped me stand on shaky legs before removing and disposing of the condom in the kitchen trashcan.

      I’d have to take it out just in case someone in my family stopped by. The last thing I needed was for any of my brothers to ask questions. It would end whatever this was before it went anywhere.

      When he sauntered back over to me, naked, his muscles flexing with each step, he rested his forehead against mine. “What am I going to do with you?”

      The question made me flush with warmth. My body was still tingling with the pleasure he pulled from my body, but I wanted more. I wanted to tell him he needed to keep me, but that wasn’t what this was.

      We weren’t a couple. This wasn’t a long-term thing. I couldn’t stay in Telluride. Every once in a while, I wondered if I could, but then I dismissed it just as easily.

      Tyler pulled away to pick up the blueprints scattered on the floor. “Who knew looking at a few house designs would get me going?”

      I pulled on my clothes. “I love looking at them.”

      Tyler clutched the blueprints in his hands before placing them in a pile on the table. “So, I just need to pull out these papers when I want to get it on?”

      I chuckled. “That sounds about right.”

      “You’re an easy woman to please.”

      “I get excited about designing houses,” I said as he pulled me into his arms again, swaying to music that wasn’t playing.

      “Are we dancing naked?” I asked him as he pressed his lips to my temple.

      “Mmm,” was all he said as he held me tighter.

      The tender way he held me made my eyes sting with tears.

      “I want to stay the night.”

      “I’m not going to say no,” I said as he lifted me and carried me bridal-style up the stairs to my room. He gently placed me on the bed and shut off the lamps. I needed to brush my teeth and wash my face, but his arms came around me, and I didn’t want to move.

      Who knew that things between Tyler and me could be like this? I wanted to hold on to this moment forever. Remember it so I could recall it again and again. I had a feeling this was a once-in-a-lifetime connection that not everyone got to experience.

      Tyler was making me believe in something more than I’d ever thought I’d have for myself. When he held me tight, I could almost see myself staying in Telluride, moving into the house we’d planned together, and maybe even having some kids to play with their cousins. There’d be family dinners and barbecues, more fundraisers to help the community, and love. So much love.

      Is that what was filling my chest? The beginnings of love for Tyler? I wanted to deny it, but it was already there, taking up residence in every nook and cranny. I was in so much trouble.

      I’d gone and let myself feel something for someone my brothers would never be okay with me seeing. I think they’d prefer if I was single forever, but at the very least, you didn’t sleep with your brothers’ friends.

      If they found out, Tyler would choose them, just like he did when I was eighteen. He worried about their approval, not mine. Like everyone else in my life, my brothers came first. Was it too much to ask that a man want me despite my brothers? I wanted someone to fight for me. To tell my brothers our relationship had nothing to do with them.

      I fell asleep dreaming about Tyler, his hands on my body, his voice whispering sweet words in my ear. Maybe it was real, and Tyler was whispering things to me. I just wish I could understand them.
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      I stayed awake for a long time after Kylie fell asleep, wondering what had just happened on that dining room table. There was something about the excitement in Kylie’s eyes over the blueprints that made me feel something I hadn’t felt before.

      I felt more with her. Sex was so much more. Each time, I felt closer to her than the time before. I wanted to hold her close and never let go.

      I think I’d even whispered that to her after she’d drifted off. I couldn’t stop touching her and holding her close. The connection I’d had with her when we were younger bloomed into something neither of us had anticipated.

      There was no way I could just walk away from her if she decided to move on. There was something between us I’d never experienced with anyone else. Didn’t we owe it to each other to figure out what it was? Maybe it wouldn’t work out in the long run, but I had to try.

      Although I wasn’t sure what Kylie was thinking. She’d been clear from the beginning that this couldn’t be anything permanent. She probably had no intention of staying in Telluride. It was almost as if she couldn’t be near her family or the lodge.

      I held Kylie tight as I drifted off, with her warmth surrounding me. When I woke, the light was streaming in, and the sheet next to me was cool to the touch.

      I smelled eggs cooking, so I swung my legs out of bed and went to the bathroom.

      I pulled on my clothes, knowing I’d be late to the job site, but there wasn’t anything my second-in-command couldn’t handle. I sent him a quick text letting him know I’d be a bit late this morning. I wanted to take my time with Kylie this morning, to see if I could get a handle on what was going on between us.

      In the kitchen, Kylie stood by the stove, watching the eggs cook. Her hair was swept up in a messy bun, and she wore a wrinkled tee and shorts, but she’d never looked more beautiful. I walked behind her, sweeping her hair off her shoulder and kissing her neck. Her body shivered under my touch. “Morning, gorgeous.”

      “Morning to you too. Do you have time to eat?”

      Smelling the fresh pot of coffee, I moved to pour myself a cup. “I called to say I’d be late.”

      She gave me an apologetic smile. “I wasn’t sure if I should wake you.”

      “I don’t have to be present all the time.” We hired reliable, hardworking people at Fletcher & Sons and paid them well so we could have that luxury. Unlike Sam, Mac, and my father, I hadn’t had any reason to take advantage of it.

      “That’s good for you,” she said as I topped up her mug next to the stove.

      I leaned a hip against the counter as she folded the omelet in the skillet. “I like waking up to the smell of your cooking.”

      She smiled, the corner of her eyes crinkling in amusement. “You like being taken care of.”

      “I’ve lived on my own for a while, so I can’t say this happens unless I go to my parents’ for family dinner. I’d like to cook for you sometime too.” I brushed a strand of hair off her forehead, a surge of tenderness going through me.

      She met my gaze and said, “I’d like that.”

      She plated the omelet, placing sliced avocados and tomatoes on top. “Can you grab the toast from the toaster oven?”

      She carried our plates to the counter while I placed the toast on another plate. Eggs, toast, coffee, and Kylie all rumpled from sleep. It was the perfect morning, and I was glad I didn’t have to miss it.

      “What are your plans for today?” I asked as I sat next to her and dug into the omelet.

      “I’m going to reach out to the newspaper and maybe the radio station to ask if we could spread the word.”

      “That’s a great idea. Did you know the town has an event coordinator of sorts? I don’t know her official title, but she plans the festivals, enters the town into contests, and works with the mayor to make the town better. She might be able to help.”

      “That would be great. Can you send me her contact information?”

      “Of course,” I said, making quick work of the omelet. I was starving after last night. “We should talk about the rest of the blueprint. We didn’t finish the basement or the bedrooms.”

      She paused and looked up at me. “Are you seriously considering the house I picked?”

      “It’s a good one.”

      “Shouldn’t you build the house you want?” she asked carefully.

      “Honestly, any one of the two-story builds are fine, but I hadn’t thought of making those small tweaks to make it more customized for me. I don’t know why.” I shrugged. “Thanks for letting me see the possibilities.”

      She reached over and touched my forearm briefly. “You’re welcome.”

      Is this what a relationship was? Two people contributing to each other’s lives, giving advice and help? If so, I liked it. I liked having someone to come home to at the end of the day, even if that wasn’t quite what this was.

      It was nice to have support that wasn’t just my parents or my brothers. I’d talked to Alice on occasion, but this was different. I had this sense that Kylie had my back.

      “Will you help me look at cabinets and fixtures? I’m not as good at the design stuff.”

      “I’d love to,” she said around a mouthful of eggs.

      I leaned over and kissed her softly. She was everything I’d want in a woman if I was looking to settle down. Too bad it wasn’t the right time.

      “What was that for?” Kylie asked me.

      “I just wanted to.” When had I ever reached over to kiss someone during breakfast just because? I’d never done anything like that, but then I’d never been this close to someone before.

      For the first time, I felt lighter and even hopeful that there was something out there for me too. I wouldn’t just be watching Mac and Sam live their lives with their families. Maybe I could have one of my own.

      “We’ll push the softball game fundraiser really hard for the next week and a half and hope it goes well.”

      “If not, we can just donate the time and supplies to do a few. Give the community an idea of what we’re trying to do. Maybe once they see it, they’ll be more into it.”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “You shouldn’t have to do that. I appreciate the offer, but I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that.”

      “We could require the team to help us. They’d be learning a skill, and it would be good to involve them in the end product.” We’d discussed the possibility before, but I thought it was important to include the kids.

      “It would be like everyone was contributing. I like that.”

      We finished our food, and Kylie cleared the plates, rinsing them and putting them in the dishwasher. Then she moved around the counter, and I turned so she could stand between my legs. I wrapped my arms around her waist. “We make a good team.”

      “We do.”

      I didn’t just mean with the dugout project we were working on, but the blueprints and even breakfast. We just fit, and I liked it. I vowed not to overanalyze it but rather go with the flow.

      “Will I see you later?” I asked.

      “Are we a couple that spends all our free time together?” Kylie teased.

      “I want to see you. I don’t know how much time we have.” I felt a pang in my heart admitting that out loud.

      She sobered. “I want to see you too.”

      She walked me out, and when we reached my truck, I pressed her back against the door so I could kiss her. I felt like a teenager making out with my girlfriend. I couldn’t get enough of her, and I didn’t want to say good-bye.
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      After reviewing the plans with Kylie, I was motivated to finish the house we were working on so we could break ground on mine next. I spent the evenings with Kylie at her rental house. Part of it was I was tired of living in an apartment, but the overriding desire was to spend as much time with Kylie as possible.

      On Friday, Maggie had a play at school, so I invited Kylie. She said she was running late from a meeting, so she’d meet me there. I slid into the row of Fletchers that consisted of my parents, Sam and Alice, and Mac, Natalie, and Delaney.

      Mac leaned over to see me past the girls. “Where’s Kylie?”

      “She’s meeting us here.” I was a little surprised my brothers didn’t give me crap for inviting her.

      “You’re seeing each other, aren’t you?” Natalie asked when I settled in next to her.

      “We haven’t exactly defined it.”

      Mac raised a brow. “Are you planning on telling her brothers?”

      “We’re not exactly hiding it, but at the same time, we spend most of our time at her cabin. She said her brothers never go there.” And there was no reason for them to be at Maggie’s school.

      Mac shook his head. “People in town are going to start talking.”

      “We’re working on the fundraiser together, and we’re friends. There’s no story.”

      Sam said something to Mac, and his attention was thankfully diverted.

      “You like her?” Natalie asked softly.

      I was a little hesitant because I knew Natalie was friends with her, but I didn’t care if my family knew. “I do.”

      “What are your plans?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and sighed. “Things are up in the air. I don’t know what else to say.”

      Natalie tipped her head slightly forward, blocking my view from the others. “Don’t you think you should get some answers?”

      I wanted to ask if Natalie knew what Kylie’s long-term plans were, but I wouldn’t come between friends. “We need to talk, but for now, we’re just enjoying our time together.”

      “That sounds nice, but I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      I rested a hand on my chest, genuinely surprised. “You think I’m the one who’s going to get hurt in this scenario?”

      “I think that when you let yourself fall for someone, you’ll be all in, and I just want to make sure the woman’s heart is in it too.”

      “There’s something there. I can’t even explain it. A connection we forged in childhood, and it’s only gotten stronger as we’ve gotten to know each other better.” Whatever it was, it had settled in my chest and refused to budge. My greatest fear was that Kylie was it for me, and she’d leave.

      “Talk to her before it’s too late.”

      The teacher from Maggie’s class came onto the stage, and Natalie turned her attention to her. Kylie slipped in next to me and leaned in to say, “Sorry I’m late.”

      “You didn’t miss anything. It’s just starting.”

      “Oh good. I was worried.”

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into my side, touched that she was genuinely interested in a five-year-old’s school play, especially when we’d only been together for a short while.

      She surprised me by snuggling into my side and kissing my cheek. I loved attending Maggie’s and Delaney’s school events, but having someone to share it with was something else. I wasn’t sure which play it was, but the kids were dressed as trees, bushes, and animals. It was adorable.

      It wasn’t supposed to be a funny story, but it was comical when the kids messed up.

      “This is the best. Thank you for inviting me,” Kylie said at the end.

      My heart squeezed as I kissed her upturned lips.

      At the end, the kids came out and bowed, some of their costumes already worn and falling apart.

      Sam held a bouquet of roses as we waited in the hallway for the performers. When Maggie came out with a few other friends, she burst into a run and jumped into Sam’s arms.

      It was the first time I was jealous of my brother. I wanted someone to look at me like that. When wasn’t it enough to be the favorite uncle?

      Sam handed Maggie the bouquet, and she squealed with delight as she buried her face in the petals and sneezed.

      Everyone laughed, and then they were congratulating her on an amazing performance. It probably wasn’t the best I’d ever seen, but it was the cutest.

      I kept my arm around Kylie the entire time.

      “Can we get ice cream?” Maggie asked Sam.

      He took her hand. “Of course.”

      We walked outside, agreed on the ice cream store, and moved toward our vehicles.

      Kylie paused before we got to my truck. “I drove separately. I guess I’ll see you later.”

      “You’re not coming?” I asked, a little surprised.

      Her forehead wrinkled. “Do you want me to? It seems like a family thing.”

      Kylie wasn’t family, but it sure felt like she fit in with us. “Please.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “If you’re sure?”

      “Get in the truck. I’ll bring you back to your car later.”

      A smile spread over Kylie’s face as she said, “Okay.”

      On the ride downtown, Kylie said, “Thanks again for inviting me. That was just too cute.”

      I smiled widely. “Best thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Except when Sam handed her the bouquet. It was so sweet. I don’t remember my parents going to many of my games, much less buying me flowers. I guess that’s something you do in theater or music, not softball.” Her voice trailed off.

      I reached over to hold her hand. “Has anyone ever sent you flowers?”

      Her nose scrunched, and then she huffed out a laugh. “You know, I don’t think so.”

      I made a mental note to see about sending her flowers. Maybe I could set up something where it came once a week. If she was only going to be here a short time, I wanted to make her happy. “If you ever have a child, you’ll have to remember to bring flowers.”

      “There’s just something about a dad with their kids, don’t you think? Or you’re a guy, so maybe you don’t see it.”

      I shifted in my seat, amusement tinging my voice. “Are you saying single dads are sexy?”

      Kylie smiled cheekily. “Yeah, I think I am.”

      “I don’t have kids though.”

      She laughed. “Are you jealous of Sam and Mac?”

      I held up my fingers and said, “A little bit.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “You don’t need to be. I think it’s hot when you’re with Maggie too.”

      “You thought it was hot when I was babysitting Maggie?”

      Her cheeks flushed as she nodded. “Uh-huh.”

      “Huh. You learn something new every day,” I said as I found a parking spot near the ice cream store. We got out, and I immediately took her hand. This felt a lot like a date. We’d gone to my niece’s play and then out for ice cream. It meant a lot to me. For the first time in my life, I wanted to spend time with a woman and my family. And Kylie fit in with us.

      Inside, we stood in line together, Kylie talking to Delaney about her favorite ice cream flavors as a kid, which was apparently vanilla. Delaney was giving her a hard time about not having any imagination or something, but I wasn’t really listening. I couldn’t take my eyes off the sparkle in Kylie’s eyes when she spoke to Delaney.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d ever let her go.
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      I’d been on a high ever since I went to Maggie’s play on Friday night. Spending time with the Fletchers made me think about what it would be like to have my own family.

      I couldn’t get around the idea that if I did have kids, I’d want to live near my parents and my brothers. Would we all settle down around the same time and have kids the same age? Would our kids play together?

      Would they enjoy hide-and-seek in the lodge and sleepovers with their cousins? Any time I thought about it, Tyler’s face popped into my head. I never imagined having kids before. Was it Tyler that was bringing this up for me?

      I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not. He was making me long for things I’d never even thought about.

      I hadn’t figured out what I was going to do with my life, and I was dating this guy who I’d crushed on forever. What did any of it mean? Was it the wrong timing? Was he the wrong guy? I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do, and the more we hung out, the bigger the pit in my stomach grew.

      I had this awful feeling that I was going to hurt Tyler. That I was going to revert to my usual self and run. If I left Telluride again, I wouldn’t be running from my family, but from Tyler.

      We spent the next week going over the plans for his house. In any spare time we had, we advertised the baseball games. I talked on the radio with a journalist and even stopped by the schools to hand out flyers.

      I hoped enough people bought tickets on the day of to make everything worthwhile. I didn’t want to waste the Fletchers’ time with something no one wanted. I had flashes of panic when I wondered if the whole thing was a big mistake.

      If it didn’t work out, if I didn’t raise enough money to fund at least a few dugouts, then my dad might not consider me for the event coordinator position at the lodge. I wasn’t even sure I wanted the job, but I didn’t want to screw up anything either.

      On the day of the baseball games, we took the boxes of team shirts to the fields. We had enough kids interested in playing on the various teams, and their parents bought tickets ahead of time. I just hoped everyone else paid at the field.

      “If nothing else, we’ll have fun today, right?” I asked Tyler as I pulled the shirts out of the boxes and spread them over the registration tables.

      “It doesn’t matter how much money we raise. Whatever happens, I’m proud of you.”

      I wanted to let his statement sink in, but I couldn’t keep my anxiety at bay.

      Field one was firefighters versus the police department, and thankfully they brought in a lot of family members, friends, and spectators who were interested in the rivalry. Field two was parents versus kids. This was essentially the entire rec league in the area, so they had huge teams. We probably should have split them up, but we wanted everyone to be able to see the game, and field three was the business owners versus Main Street shops. Tyler played on that team, so he grabbed his team shirt and moved over there to organize his team.

      I manned the registration table with Natalie and Alice. We were busy for the first hour as everyone registered and bought spectator tickets. I lost track of how many we sold, and the donation jar needed to be emptied several times. We’d even gotten a few additional checks from the business owners checking in.

      A few had inquired about a way to recognize those who’d contributed. I promised we could either put up a banner on the fence or put their names on the team shirts or somewhere on the dugout as a sponsor. We’d need to work out the details and get back to them.

      So far, the business owners were the biggest donators, and I wanted to make sure they were acknowledged appropriately. When the idea for plaques in the dugouts came to mind, I noted it in my phone. If we did that, we’d need to ensure we raised enough money for every field that needed a dugout.

      We’d also put out boxes at each field for old and used equipment to donate to the leagues. We’d need to make sure it was in good shape before distributing them to the players who needed them.

      “I think most people have checked in. We can finish up here. Why don’t you watch the games?”

      “Are you sure?” I asked them, eager to see how things were going.

      “Absolutely,” Alice said, with Maggie on her lap.

      Delaney was watching Mac and Sam play on field three, but I wanted to take everything in, so I started on field one. The teams were red and blue, and there were several hot men and women on the teams. I think that was part of the draw too.

      The spectators for field two seemed to be conflicted on whether to cheer for the parents or the kids, so they cheered for both. It made for a feel-good, fun game. When I moved to the last field, a woman smiled and immediately came over to me with her hand held out. “I’m Scarlett Best. I’m the event coordinator for the town.”

      “I’ve been wanting to meet you. I heard you’re the one to talk to about any events around town.” Tyler had forwarded me her information, and we’d played phone tag a few times, never able to catch each other.

      “My job is to make things fun. I plan the festivals and coordinate fundraisers with the mayor.”

      “I was supposed to meet with Todd to discuss more ways to reach people for the ski equipment we collected, but he hasn’t been able to meet up.”

      “He’s busy. Sometimes I think he signs up for more than he can handle.”

      It was slightly annoying, but I could understand that. There was more to being a mayor than fundraising.

      “By the way, he mentioned that you were looking to see if anyone else could benefit from your winter athletic equipment drive. I pulled a list of agencies we work with. Do you want me to forward it to you?”

      “I’d love that. Thanks.”

      Scarlett’s gaze turned to the baseball game in front of us. “This event was such a great idea. There’s a huge turnout, and everyone’s having fun.”

      I took a minute to look at the fields and the crowd. There were a lot of people here, and the line at the snack shack hadn’t let up all afternoon. “I hope it’s enough to build the dugouts we need.”

      “I think once people see what you’re doing, you’ll get more interest. Once you build the first one, put a sign on there with information on where to donate to make more.”

      “I love that idea.”

      Scarlett grinned. “I’m the ideas person. If you want to brainstorm, come to me.”

      “You know, I think I’ll take you up on that.” Her energy was infectious, and I could use more friends. We exchanged numbers, and when Mac, Sam, and Tyler approached us, I introduced them.

      Fletcher & Sons’ banners were prominently displayed on each field since they were the ones donating their time and providing us with discounted supplies. I was so grateful that his family helped me take it on. “I couldn’t do any of this without your help.”

      Tyler flexed his biceps. “We’re the muscle.”

      Sam and Mac flashed him an irritated look before shaking their heads at him.

      “Seriously, though,” Sam said, “we’re happy to help.”

      “Did I hear that the kids are going to help build the dugouts?” Mac asked.

      “That’s what we’re hoping. Maybe we can even teach them a few skills. The parents would need to sign a waiver, and only if it’s okay with your insurance company,” I said, not wanting to overstep.

      “Dad loves the idea. He’s always wanted to create a program where we could teach some skills to kids in school,” Tyler said.

      “Maybe you could spearhead that, since you’re doing such a great job with this project,” Mac said.

      Tyler winked at me. “Kylie’s done all the groundwork for this. We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her.”

      Mac raised a brow. “So that’s a no?”

      “I’d love to look into it, but I’d want Kylie by my side to help out. She’s the one who has good instincts for marketing.”

      I flushed at his compliment. Then it was time for the Fletchers to bat, so they grabbed helmets and bats and warmed up.

      Tyler’s mom approached me when the guys went back to their team to bat. “You have a knack for fundraising.”

      I held up my hands. “I haven’t counted the money yet.”

      “I hope it’s enough to get you started.”

      “You think we will need to have multiple events to fund it?” I asked, genuinely interested in learning everything I could from her.

      “I think you will. When I raise money for travel teams, we hold five to seven fundraisers during the season, and it takes all year to get the equipment we want. Of course, some of it is fun stuff, like bags with their names and numbers on them. But I love that they are so pleased with the things they receive. They want to look like they are part of a team.”

      “I can see that,” I said, encouraged by her statement. I just needed to lower my expectations slightly.

      “How are you and Tyler?” she asked.

      “He’s been a great help. He helped me brainstorm ideas and post flyers everywhere.”

      “He said you helped him with the plans for his house too.”

      “Yeah, he seemed stuck. Like he wasn’t sure what he wanted. I just helped him get unstuck.” I wondered if she was trying to figure out what we were to each other. We hadn’t exactly hidden our relationship at the play.

      “You’re good for him.”

      My face heated. “Oh, we’re not—”

      She quirked a brow at me. “Are you saying you’re not seeing my son?”

      “Honestly? We haven’t labeled anything. I might be leaving soon.”

      It hurt to admit that to his mother, but I didn’t want to give her false hope.

      “Oh? I didn’t realize you had gotten a job,” she said.

      My chest tightened. “I didn’t. I’m not even looking.”

      “Then why would say you might leave soon?”

      “That was always the plan.” But did it have to be? What if this thing between Tyler and me was real?

      “You don’t think things will change?”

      “I never wanted to stay in Telluride.”

      “You didn’t feel like you fit in with your family,” she said, and it wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah. I know it sounds silly.”

      “It doesn’t at all.”

      “My dad mentioned a position may be opening up at the lodge. I can’t help but think he’s watching my progress with this project to see if I’m capable of handling the job. I’m not sure I’ve proven I’m worthy of it.”

      “Failure or success doesn’t rise or fall based on the amount of money you raised, but whether you planned a good event and drew interest to your cause. You can always plan another event and another until you have the money you need. And some projects have a fundraiser for each one.”

      “It’s good to know there are other options. That I can pivot when I need to.”

      “That’s exactly it—when it comes to both fundraising and life. Things will change, and you need to be flexible.”

      “Are you saying that’s what Tyler represents? A chance to pivot?”

      “Only you can determine that,” she said, her lips drawn into a straight line.

      “I like him. I like what we’re building. I just don’t know if it’s enough.” Would I be happy living here long-term? Or would I grow to resent Tyler? I had so many questions and not enough answers.

      She patted my arm. “You’ll figure it out. I’m sure of it.”

      How could she be so confident I’d make the right decision?

      “When you fall in love, everything becomes clear. The things that matter and the ones that don’t.”

      Had I fallen in love? “I don’t think that’s what’s happening.”

      She gave me a look and then said, “You might not have admitted it to yourself, but I saw you with Tyler at the play.”

      I wanted to ask if she thought Tyler felt the same way, but it was his mother. I didn’t feel right asking for that insight.

      She patted my arm. “I’m confident you’ll figure everything out.”

      I wanted to ask when all of this would become clear because, so far, it was muddied in my brain. There was no clear solution or path.

      We fell silent as Tyler went up to bat. I hadn’t seen him play except for the one day I’d pitched to him, and we hadn’t exactly spent much time playing baseball. His stance was strong and confident as he waited for the first pitch. He immediately swung, and it went into the outfield.

      I jumped up and down, cheering for him. It felt so good to be here. To know that I’d brought everyone to the field today and that it was fun.

      Whether we built a lot of dugouts or not, I’d planned a good event. Tyler slid into second base, and when he pulled off his batting gloves, he smiled at me. I gave him a thumbs-up, pleased he’d acknowledged me on the sidelines.

      When the count was full, Mac hit a line drive over second base, sending Tyler home. I jumped and cheered with everyone else, moving over to the bench to high-five Tyler when he was finished celebrating with his teammates. He ignored my outstretched hands and lifted me to swing me around. “Did you see that?”

      “You know I did,” I said as he lowered me to the ground.

      “That was fun. Next time, you should play.”

      “I’m kind of busy planning everything,” I teased lightly.

      “I don’t see why you can’t partake in the fun.” He kissed me.

      Reluctantly, I broke away. “Your mother’s here and probably watching us.”

      He grinned. “Let’s give everyone a show.”

      “You don’t care if my brothers find out?” I asked and immediately regretted it when he stiffened. I should talk to them, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t any of their business.

      Would Tyler feel differently if they found out about us? Would he go back to how he’d always been, worried about what my brothers thought? I didn’t fully trust his new optimism.

      He dropped his forehead to mine. “You shouldn’t care what they think. This is your life. Live it according to your rules. Not your brothers’.”

      “I’m not the one who ever cared about what they thought. It’s always been the guys I’ve dated here.”

      He held his arms up and looked around. “Enjoy this. What we planned today, how well it’s going, how good we feel.”

      Mac slapped Tyler’s shoulder with his glove. “You want to play some baseball?”

      “We on the field?” Tyler asked, without letting me go.

      “Welcome back to the game,” Sam said as the rest of the team took the field.

      “Don’t go far. I want you to watch,” Tyler said to me.

      “I won’t,” I promised as he kissed me one more time before taking off his helmet and grabbing his glove and hat.

      I wasn’t even sure I wanted him to talk to my brothers. I could almost anticipate what would happen. They’d rant and rave, and he’d cave to their ridiculous demands to stay away from their precious baby sister. I was so done with their attitude.

      I hung around the baseball fields for the next hour while the games finished up. Everyone seemed to be having a good time, eating and drinking. I was almost giddy with anticipation about counting what we’d collected.

      When the games were finished, we cleaned up the bases and equipment, putting everything back into the equipment storage boxes. Then we convened by the registration tables.

      “Do we count the money now?” I asked Tyler. I was a little nervous about doing it in front of his family. What would they think if I failed to raise enough money? I hated this feeling of not being enough.

      I hadn’t experienced it in a long time. It probably started up again when I lost my job.

      “I already did,” Alice said. “Do you want to hear the results?”

      “Let’s hear it,” Sam said, throwing Maggie up on his shoulders.

      “We don’t have the final numbers from the snack shack. We’re still waiting on that, but so far, we’ve raised five thousand dollars.”

      It was enough for three dugouts. Not bad but not near what I wanted to raise. Why would I think that I’d raise a hundred grand from a few baseball games? I was afraid to meet anyone’s gaze, but everyone was congratulating me on a job well done when I wasn’t sure it had been.

      Tyler hugged me tight. “This is good.”

      “Is it?” I wasn’t sure Dad would see this as a good result or a sign he should hire me.

      “It’s our first attempt. Besides, I heard a bunch of people saying that they wanted to contribute more. I think if we make an announcement that we’re working with a specific school or team, we could get everyone in that community involved to raise the money.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “Figure out which fields or teams need them the most. Then let’s make a big splash and announce it in the middle of practice. We’ll get everyone excited. Maybe they’ll raise more money, and we can use it for more projects.”

      “Okay. Yeah. That sounds good.” I wasn’t entirely convinced that it had been a success. But I was willing to let it go for now.

      “Who wants pizza and beer?”

      Everyone cheered, and we got into our respective cars and made our way to the restaurant. I could use a shower and some time to think, but I wanted to spend time with his family. I enjoyed being around them. They included me in a way my family never had.

      “You okay?” Tyler asked me, bringing my attention to him.

      “I will be. I don’t know what I was hoping for—something more, I guess.”

      “It was a small fundraiser to bring awareness to our cause. It’s not the only thing we can try. We didn’t fail. We tried something, generated some money, and people had fun.”

      I liked that he’d said we and not you. We were in this together, and that felt good.

      “It’s stupid, but I wanted to impress my father.”

      “You don’t think he would be proud of you?” Tyler glanced over at me.

      “I don’t know.” But I didn’t think he would be. I wasn’t a superstar snowboarder, and I didn’t stay home to run the business.

      “He should be, and if he’s not, we are. You have my whole family behind you. Don’t forget, this is a group project. We’re in this together.”

      “I like that,” I said as he reached over to squeeze my hand. No matter what my family thought, I was enjoying this time with Tyler and his family. It almost felt like what I’d been missing my whole life.
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      Kylie was hard on herself, and I think it had everything to do with how she’d recently lost her job and moved back home, where she wasn’t sure her family respected her.

      “We did it,” I said to her as I parked near the restaurant.

      Neither of us made a move to leave.

      “Is it enough, though?” her voice was small.

      I shifted to face her. “It’s never contingent on any one thing in business. There are so many things we could try.”

      A slow smile spread over her face, and I wanted to take a snapshot of this moment and keep it forever. “Yeah, okay.”

      I leaned over and kissed her softly. I wished we were alone, and I could show her how proud of her I was, but my family was waiting for us.

      Inside, we sat at the two large tables the hostess had pushed together. My family was loud and fun, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      I watched as Kylie accepted praise from my brothers and her friends. With each passing comment, she relaxed more. I just wished she could see how great she was. She didn’t need to be in another country to be valued for that. She fit in here. Even if she always felt like an outsider with her family, she’d still have mine.

      We ate pizza and salad until we were stuffed. Between the baseball games and the greasy food, everyone was ready to head home.

      On the drive to Kylie’s cabin, a small smile played on her lips.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      She glanced over at me. “I’m looking forward to building that first dugout.”

      I grinned. “I had visions of you in cutoff jean shorts and that white tank top with a tool belt.”

      “Are you planning another run through the sprinklers?” Kylie asked.

      I nodded. “It’ll be hot work.”

      She let her head fall back and laughed.

      My heart was lighter, knowing she felt better. I never thought I could care so much about another person that I’d put making her feel better above my own needs. I think I might have been falling in love, or maybe I was already there. I just needed to convince her that this was the place she should come home to.

      When she sobered, she asked, “So you had had visions of me building dugouts before we hooked up?”

      I didn’t like that she referred to our relationship as hooking up, but I let it go for now. “Can you blame me? A chick working with tools is hot, and it’s not just any girl. I’ve only thought about it with you.”

      She smiled, and it reminded me a little of the girl she’d been. Back when she was freer with her smiles. “I could say the same about you.”

      I wanted to show her how I felt with my body, even though I couldn’t say it with my words. Not yet anyway. I needed to deal with her brothers and make sure she was on the same page before I declared anything.

      I had a feeling Kylie needed time to come to terms with what we were to each other.

      At her cabin, we hurried to the front door, and Kylie unlocked the door, pushing it open. I slammed it shut behind us and pressed her against the door. I needed more, so I lifted her and kissed her like I was a man starving.

      There was this urgency to our actions. Her hands ripped at my clothes, so I let her drop to the floor. Then we made quick work of our clothes. I remembered to grab a condom and lifted her again.

      I slid inside, knowing she felt like home to me. It wasn’t the place or my family, but her. I wished she could see that. She needed to realize it on her own.

      Everything felt intense. I couldn’t savor the feel of her walls surrounding me or the sting of my hair as she pulled it. It was like we were both racing to the finishing line. My muscles strained as I held her up, my hips snapping forward.

      Kylie bit her lip against the moans erupting from her throat.

      “I want to hear you.” With each thrust, I ground against her clit, silently urging her to get there before me because I was barreling toward the finish line.

      I bowed my head so I could suck on her nipples, and a few seconds later, she detonated, spasming around me.

      As she squeezed my cock, the familiar tingle started at the base of my spine and spread through my body. I thrust deep, stars exploding behind my eyelids as I rested my forehead against hers.

      We were both breathing heavy, our skin beaded with sweat. When I felt steady, I eased her to the floor. She leaned against the door, looking a little stunned.

      “I need a shower,” I said as I took care of the condom and threw it out in the powder room of the foyer. I didn’t bother to gather our clothes; I just lifted her in my arms, bridal-style.

      Kylie wrapped her arms around my neck. “Is this your thing?”

      “Carrying you?” I asked, even though I knew what she was referring to.

      “Yes,” she said, as if it amused her.

      “I guess it is. Do you mind?” I asked, tenderness sweeping through my body.

      She smiled softly. “I kind of love it.”

      Pleasure burst in my chest. I wanted her to love me, not just the things I did. I knew it would take time, and we didn’t have a lot of it. I planned to spend every spare minute with her I could, showing her how I felt. I just hoped it would be enough.

      I didn’t put her down until we were standing in the master bathroom. I turned on the water as she gathered her hair off her neck.

      I kissed her shoulder. “I love having unfettered access to your body. Your skin is so soft.”

      Her head fell back. “I like it too.”

      “I’m never going to get enough of you,” I murmured so softly I wasn’t sure she even heard me. I needed to be careful. If she wasn’t ready for something more serious, I would only scare her away by being too open.

      I pulled away to check the temperature of the water and then tugged her into the stall ahead of me. She stood with her back to the stream of water, her head tipped back, and I was mesmerized by the droplets of water cascading over her tan skin.

      I stepped in front of her, a little in awe that I was here with her. Kylie Wilde. I never thought we had a real chance, but I was in her shower, in her house, and she hadn’t pushed me away.

      I planned to take advantage of every minute we had together. I lowered my head, my hand on the curve of her waist as I sucked on her nipple.

      Her fingers tangled in the hair at the base of my head as she held me to her. Then I dropped to my knees on the tile. She widened her stance to give me room as I sucked on her clit. Her hips moved forward as her nails scraped my scalp.

      I enjoyed the bite of her nails and the sting of the tile against my knees. It reminded me that this was real. I was present in the moment, breathing in her scent and making her mine.

      Whether she knew it or not, I wanted to ruin her for any other guys. I wanted her to moan my name, to never forget the scrape of my facial hair against the soft skin of her thighs.

      By the time I used my fingers to ease inside her, she was moaning and clutching at my hair. She wanted more, and I wanted to give it to her.

      I stood abruptly and turned her so that her hands were pressed against the tile, and she was bent over at the waist. She widened her stance as I lined up my cock.

      My head dropped back in frustration. “I don’t have a condom in here.”

      “It’s okay,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m clean and on birth control.”

      “I am too,” I said, breathing out a sigh of relief.

      There was nothing like the feeling I got when I was inside her, her walls pulsing around my cock, her cries echoing off the tiles.

      Kylie Wilde was mine. She just didn’t realize it yet.

      I eased out and then slowly pressed forward, my hands on her hips. Each time felt better than the one before. It didn’t seem possible, but it was.

      I reached around to palm her breasts, brushing a thumb over her nipple. Whenever I touched her nipples, it took her to the next level, which I desperately needed because I was already close.

      I covered her hand with my free one and pounded into her. This time, when we crested, we did it together. I rested my cheek against her back for a few seconds before slowly guiding her to stand.

      “We were supposed to be getting clean,” Kylie said as she turned in my arms.

      “I seem to keep dirtying you up.” But my grin belied the apology in my voice.

      “I’m not complaining.”

      Her skin was flush, her muscles shaky, so I squirted some shampoo into the palm of my hand and turned her so I could lather her hair. I wanted to take care of her. When the suds were rinsed out of her hair, I did the same with the conditioner and then the soap.

      By the time we got out, our skin was wrinkled.

      My muscles were sore from the baseball game to the sex, but it was a good kind of sore. The way you felt after a particularly grueling yet satisfying workout.

      Instead of handing her a towel, I dried her skin, kissing it as I went.

      “You’re spoiling me.”

      I paused. “You strike me as someone who could use a little spoiling.”

      Her eyes darkened and then softened as I wrapped the towel around her.

      “You have anything in the cupboards for a snack?” I asked as I dried myself quicker than I had her.

      “How can you be hungry after eating that pizza?”

      I wrapped the towel around my waist and kissed her. “We worked up an appetite, and I want to treat you. Didn’t your other boyfriends take care of you?”

      “Not any of the men I’ve dated,” she murmured as she moved into her bedroom and pulled open a drawer to sift through her lace panties.

      “Then you’ve been dating the wrong ones.” I kissed her shoulder as she picked up a yellow thong. I palmed her ass under the towel. “As hot as those are, I’d like you bare. Easy access.”

      She shook her head. “You’re bad.”

      “You like it,” I said as she turned and kissed me this time. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and I wondered if she could see how amazing we were together.

      She loosened her hold on me and eased away. She pulled an oversize T-shirt over her head, and I pulled on the shorts I’d worn to the game. If I was going to be spending more time here, I’d need to bring more clothes over.

      “Why don’t you get into bed, and I’ll grab some snacks and drinks.”

      “That sounds great,” Kylie said as she climbed onto the bed we hadn’t touched yet. I had plans for her.

      I gathered food from the pantry, crackers and hummus, strawberries and chocolate, and water. When we’d set up our little picnic, she turned on the TV.

      We ate while we talked and laughed over a favorite sitcom we’d both watched and enjoyed. It was easy and fun, and when the food was gone, I put the empty containers on the nightstand. I leaned against the pillows and put my arm around Kylie. She curled into my body, and I couldn’t think of a better date.

      This thing with her felt right. No matter what her brothers might think, no one could tell me that Kylie wasn’t the best thing that had ever happened to me.

      After a few more episodes, I turned off the TV. She turned her face toward me, and it was the most natural thing in the world to kiss her. Her lips parted, and my tongue moved into her mouth, exploring her.

      When her lips were swollen, I moved down her body, kissing as I went, until my shoulders were between her legs.

      “I’ve never had so many orgasms before.”

      “Get used to it,” I said with a challenge in my voice as I licked her from entrance to clit. Then I doubled my efforts, using my fingers, tongue, and teeth to drive her up and over again. With her muscles still trembling from the aftershocks, I slid inside her.

      We’d fucked so many times tonight that she had to be sore. This time, I held her close. I wanted to be inside her twenty-four seven. Not being near her wasn’t an option anymore. She’d burrowed under my skin, and there was no getting her out.

      I lowered my body over hers so that I was only able to move with slow thrusts inside her. But it was close and intimate, and nothing had ever felt better.

      I interlaced my fingers with hers on either side of her head and kissed her, wanting to ride this edge forever. When I felt her first spasm, my orgasm rolled through me like a wave. I felt so close to her in that moment, and I wanted nothing more than to share my feelings with her, but it was too soon.

      I eased to her side and held her close. I fell asleep like that, not even bothering to clean up.
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      The night of the baseball fundraiser, something shifted between me and Tyler. Since then, it was assumed that he’d come over after work. We ate dinner together, sat on the deck to watch the sunset, and went inside, planning to watch TV in bed but inevitably had sex. It felt like something else entirely. It felt more like he was making love to me.

      A couple of Saturdays after the fundraisers, we were supposed to build our first dugout. Weekends were the best time since the Fletchers didn’t usually work on other projects on the weekends, and the team was out of school.

      Tyler had broken ground on his new house recently, and there’d been this hum of anticipation under his skin. He was excited about the new house and anxious to get it completed. I was glad that he was looking forward to it because he seemed almost stuck before.

      Tyler had left early this morning to help his brothers get the wood and other supplies to the field. I’d lazed around in bed for a bit before showering and putting on the outfit he’d envisioned for this day.

      He hadn’t mentioned it again, but he’d been so specific when he brought it up, I couldn’t resist teasing him. I picked a pair of cutoff jeans shorts that covered my ass, since there were kids around, a white tank top, and sneakers. It was cooler when I stepped outside, so I grabbed a black Fletcher & Sons sweatshirt that he’d left behind one morning.

      He’d begun to leave more and more things at the cabin. At first, it was a toothbrush and a change of clothes he’d neatly folded and stacked on my dresser. It made sense because he showered after work and changed before dinner. But, with each day, more things ended up in that spot, and we hadn’t had a conversation about it.

      It was understood that we needed to make the most of our time together. I still hadn’t decided what direction my life should take, and the dugout project let me push it off indefinitely. I was scared to say anything because I wasn’t sure what I wanted.

      I parked next to a Fletcher & Sons’ truck as there were already several in the lot. As I got closer to the field, I saw that everyone was there—Miranda, Waylon, Mac, Natalie, Delaney, Sam, Alice, and Maggie. There were coolers of drinks and donut boxes on a table they’d set up.

      Wood was laid out on the ground, and Tyler was talking to some kids who’d arrived early. When he saw me, he smiled, and it drew me to him. “Our fearless leader is here. Kids, this is Kylie. She’s in charge of the project today.”

      “I hope not. I don’t know how to build a dugout.”

      Tyler winked at me. “We’re going to learn something new today. But first, I wanted to remind you of a few safety precautions. If you’re holding a tool, then you’re standing next to an adult who’s assisting you. Wear the hard hats and safety goggles. If you get hot or tired, take a break. We have plenty of food and drinks. We’ll get started in a few minutes,” Tyler said.

      I counted heads. “We’re just waiting for a few more kids.”

      Maggie had taken it upon herself to hand out the hard hats to the kids.

      Tyler turned toward me and dipped his head to whisper in my ear. “It looks like you’re not wearing shorts. I thought you’d be hot in a tank top, but you in my sweatshirt? I want to take you somewhere no one can see us and have my way with you.”

      I smiled. “I assure you, I am. And there are kids around.”

      He stepped back and held up his hands. “I’ll behave. For now.”

      I smiled, heat curling in my belly even though he’d woken me with his tongue on my pussy this morning. I felt insatiable around him, like I’d never get enough.

      When everyone arrived, Tyler went through the safety instructions again, and Maggie passed out the remaining hard hats. When I put mine on, Tyler patted it. “You’re adorable in that hat. I’d love to see you on a construction site. Although it might be too distracting.”

      “Are you being serious about me hanging around your work?” I asked, not quite believing he wasn’t teasing.

      “We’re just digging a hole in the ground at the moment, but when the walls are up, you should stop by. I’ll put you to work.”

      Tyler’s tone was genuine, so I said, “I’d like that.”

      I observed him as we worked. He was patient when he showed the kids how to use the tools.

      So far, I’d mainly overseen the project, making sure kids had something to work on. That was the hardest part because there were so many people on-site and only so many things to do. We quickly got into a rhythm of having a few kids take a break for a snack while Mac worked with another group of kids on measuring. The third group of kids worked with Tyler on cutting the boards.

      It was a beautiful day out.

      One of the dads approached me. “I really appreciate you working on this project with the kids. It teaches them a skill, and I hope this will stick with them for a long time.”

      “Me too.” When I started the project, I thought it would be nice for everyone to have the same equipment, but I hadn’t thought about what it would be like to involve the kids in the improvements. That was all Tyler.

      It made the project well-rounded and one everyone could get behind. I wondered if we could do more things like this. Not necessarily dugouts, but other projects where kids from the community could be involved. We’d be creating something for the community while teaching kids how to use tools to build something.

      There was no question it was great for Fletcher & Sons. Not that they weren’t already a household name, but this would help more people get to know them, and I bet they would have even more work in the future from their connections formed here.

      “Why are you just hanging out?” Tyler said when his group took a break.

      “It seemed like you had a lot of hands already, and I thought it would be good for me to talk to the parents.”

      “In my fantasies, you were helping out, holding tools—you know, hammering something.” He cocked his head to the side, a sparkle in his eye.

      “Hmm. That does sound nice.” For him. It sounded like my working with him was a fantasy of his. “Do you have something for me to do?”

      He turned so his hips were facing the area we’d been working. “As the boss, I think you should hammer in the first beam.”

      “Are you sure about that? I don’t have any skills with tools or anything.” My abilities began and ended with blueprints of houses.

      He gave me a look. “You’re the face of this project.”

      “I don’t know about that. I’m more the money person. I’m really great behind the scenes.” I enjoyed being here and celebrating, but building something? I hadn’t expected to have much involvement in that. “I’m more eye candy than someone who’s useful.”

      He drew me in to his side. “You’re the best eye candy, but that’s not going to fly.” And then louder to the group, he said, “It’s time to start hammering in the first few pieces. I think Miss Kylie should do the honors. What do you think?”

      The kids cheered.

      Tyler grinned. “Don’t be afraid. This is going to be fun.”

      “I’m not afraid.” I was a little worried, but I’d seen the way Tyler patiently explained the process to the kids. Surely, he would help me too.

      “Before we get started, I wanted to let you know the math behind this build. The dugouts have to be along the first and third base lines. They can’t be too far down or the players could be at risk of being hit by a ball.” Tyler gestured to the areas. “That’s why when we’re done with the building, we’ll add a fence to the front. If you’ve ever watched a major league game,”—a few kids nodded their heads—“the players hang on a half wall, but since this is for kids, the fence will go to the ceiling of the dugout so no one gets hit by fly balls. The dugout itself is an enclosed space, and there’s no way for you to escape if something happens.”

      The girls’ eyes were wide as they took in everything he’d said. It was important that they understood the safety issues surrounding what they were building. Tyler wanted them to understand every aspect of the build, and I could already envision these kids being able to recite the information to their friends when asked about it.

      I noticed a reporter hanging around. I’d reached out to the paper about the baseball game, and I was pleased she’d come.

      “Major league fields have sunken dugouts so fans can see over it, but we don’t need that here. The bleachers are to the side, so we always build them on grade, which means level with the ground.”

      A few of the kids were hanging on his every word, and I wondered if he’d created a desire to build in some of them.

      “Since this is a softball field, this corner of the dugout should be no closer than thirty-five feet from home plate.” Tyler pointed to the corner, where they’d already built what would be the base of the dugout.

      I remembered from the specs that the building itself would be eight feet deep, ten feet tall, and twenty feet long.

      “These are concrete blocks we placed before you arrived. It provides a sturdy foundation for the rest of the building. We also placed the steel frames so that our build will survive winds and storms once it’s up. Now, who’s ready to build the dugout?”

      The girls and parents cheered, and Tyler motioned for me to come closer. I was nervous but hopeful that I could do it. He handed me safety goggles that I placed over my eyes.

      Mac and Sam arranged the beams how they were supposed to go, and Tyler handed me a drill and a screw.

      “We’ll use screws to connect the joints to make it sturdier,” Tyler said as he showed me where to place the screw and how to use the drill. The kids gathered around, but I felt confident with Tyler’s instructions to give it a try.

      My nerves kicked up when the drill powered on, but I remembered that the kids were watching me. If I didn’t try something new, why should they?

      I bit my lip as I slowly held the screw in place and then used the drill to screw it into the wood. When it was flush with the wood, I sat back on my heels and turned off the drill. “I hope you have extras in case I screwed that up.”

      “That was perfect,” Tyler said. “Why don’t you work on the next one? Mac and Sam will get more of you started on the hammering and nails and the other corner.”

      “Was it really perfect?” I asked him when the rest of the group moved to the side to get started on another part of the project.

      Tyler smiled proudly. “Couldn’t have done it better myself.”

      “You’re a good teacher.” An unexpected tenderness curled around my heart.

      “I’ve always led a crew but never really thought about whether I was good at instructing. Most people come to me with experience.”

      “Well, you are. I think this is going to be the beginning of more successful builds in the community.”

      He grinned at me. “I think so too.”

      He stayed by my side as I finished the corner and then helped me stand it up on the concrete and connect it to the support beam. At least I think that’s what he’d called it. He was a strong and steady support system, and the more I worked alongside him, the more confident I felt.

      He was right to get me to join in. I felt more accomplished as the boards started going up. I wasn’t just the fundraiser person; I could contribute in this way too. I was vaguely aware that a reporter was walking around and taking pictures.

      But I didn’t worry about what we looked like or whether the pictures were newsworthy; my heart was too full.

      Our plan was to finish the build in one day and paint the second. By the time we finished, the sun was setting, and the reporter was long gone. She’d left her number, telling us to send the final pictures so they could be included in the paper this week.

      I wasn’t expecting a spot in the coveted Sunday edition, but anything online would be amazing.

      “I can’t believe we did it,” I said to Tyler as the kids were eating the pizzas his dad ordered. Everyone was tired and hungry, so the food was devoured in minutes. One by one, the families thanked us and left.

      “You did it.”

      “I can’t take the credit. I couldn’t have done any of this without you and your family.”

      “We did it together,” Mac said as we focused on cleaning up the trash from dinner and tools used in the build.

      I loved that about his family. They did a lot of things together, and they genuinely enjoyed each other’s company.

      Had I always been an outsider at my family’s resort, or was I responsible for the chasm between me and my family? Had I been a little standoffish in high school, assuming there was nothing for me to do at the lodge? Had I jumped to conclusions?

      Tyler kissed me, then said he’d meet me at home. He had a few things to take care of first. As I drove to the rental cabin, I felt satisfied that we’d completed what we’d set out to do. We’d built one dugout. We had something to show for our efforts, and hopefully, my parents would be pleased with the results.

      We planned to build more dugouts over the next few weekends, but then the project would be established enough that Tyler could run it on his own. He wouldn’t need me. It was probably time to figure out my next step. Maybe send some résumés to other hotels in Paris, where my previous work history meant something.

      I just hoped Brad’s dad hadn’t badmouthed me to others in the hospitality industry. I could work for a hotel in Colorado, but there wasn’t anything comparable in Telluride. The Rigby family ran a lodge, but it catered to those who wanted to plan adventures. Then there were numerous boutique hotels and B&Bs closer to town.

      Outside of town, there were chain hotels, but I wasn’t interested in working in one of those. I wasn’t sure I wanted to work at the lodge, but maybe I should spend more time there and figure out if it was something I’d want to do.

      When Dad mentioned the event coordinator position, I wanted to prove I could do it. I’d risen to the challenge, not even sure I wanted it. Did I want the ultimate prize, a place at Wilde Ski Resort?

      By the time Tyler joined me at home, I was exhausted from the stress of the day and the manual labor. We fell into bed, and he clicked on the TV, surfing channels while I tried to keep my eyes open.

      Hanging out with Tyler was comfortable. The sex was off the charts, but I still didn’t know if I belonged in Telluride with him. It was one thing to fit in with his family, but shouldn’t I fit in with mine if I was going to stay?
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      After we built the first dugout, I couldn’t help but feel accomplished that we’d done what we’d set out to do. But I had this niggling feeling in my gut that it was the beginning of the end for me and Kylie.

      I felt her pulling away even as we ate dinner before we went our separate ways on the way home. She was tired, and I couldn’t blame her for falling asleep before we had a chance to talk about the day, but I was worried about where her head was at.

      I figured she was overthinking things, assuming there wasn’t a place for her here in Telluride. Was I not enough for her? I was irritated with her family, especially her brothers, for never including her. It might not have been intentional, but when they excluded her from hanging out with them, it reinforced her belief that she didn’t fit in and that there wasn’t a spot for her in Telluride.

      I hated that for her. I didn’t want her to feel that way, but how could I even broach the subject with her brothers without letting them know how I felt about her? I needed to have the conversation with them too.

      On Sunday, my brothers helped Kylie and me paint the new dugout. We painted it white with black trim. The fence would be installed later that week, and then it would be ready to go. We’d do the visitor side dugout next week.

      As the first field to be completed, it would be the one we took pictures of and used in our promotional advertisements to raise money for additional dugouts. We wanted it to look classic and clean.

      Sam and Mac were measuring and building the concrete block foundation for the visitor’s side dugout, so it was just me and Kylie painting this one. Maggie was using a small roller to get the bottom of the wall, and Delaney was supervising her, which seemed to consist mainly of praising her, even when more paint got on Maggie than on the wall.

      “What do you think about offering an option to paint the mascots on future dugouts?” Kylie asked as she used the roller on the back side of the dugout.

      “That would be cool,” Delaney said.

      Maggie nodded before asking, “What’s a mascot?”

      I dipped my roller into the paint tray. “It’s what the team is represented by, like a lion or an eagle.”

      There was something calming and soothing about painting. It was a hard thing to mess up, so I could relax and go through the motions.

      Although I had a feeling we might need to do some cleanup work where Maggie was currently working. The grass had white specks scattered over it, and her nose had one large white dollop on it. I took a few steps back so I could take a picture and send it to Alice.

      “Do you know anyone who could paint a mural?” Kylie asked me.

      “I don’t know any painters.”

      She bit her lip. “Maybe I could put some feelers out. See if anyone would be able and willing to offer their talents.”

      “There has to be someone,” I said, knowing Kylie was skilled at getting whatever it was that she wanted.

      “The reporter left a message last night saying that she wanted to return when these two were complete and do a bigger story. She wanted to dive into our motivation for the charity.”

      “That’s great,” I said.

      “The motivation for both of us is a little different. I grew up feeling like girls’ sports didn’t have what the boys did, but you come from baseball and wanted to help fellow baseball players.”

      “I think both are good reasons. There’s no one judging us. We’re helping the community. Why do our motivations matter?” I asked her.

      “With the ski equipment fundraiser, I just wanted to help people, and it’s really the same motivation for this one. But is that enough?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be? Wanting to help others is a good thing.”

      “I guess I was thinking it should be something more.”

      “You want to give back to the community and create something lasting and beautiful. Now every time someone sees one of our dugouts, they’ll know it’s the one you built,” Delaney said.

      Kylie lowered her roller and took a step back. “Will they? There’s nothing on the building to show that it was our project. Should we have a plaque on it, designating it as one of ours?”

      “It should have a name. What do you call the organization?” Delaney asked.

      “We never officially named it. We just call it the dugout project.”

      “We need a name,” I said.

      The girls threw out a few—Kylie’s Dugouts, Dugout Dens, Fletchers’ Dugouts—but none of them sounded right, and we couldn’t seem to find a way to honor both Kylie’s and the Fletchers’ contributions.

      “I don’t think it should say our names. It should just have a cute name that people can remember and easily identify as ours.”

      “Dugouts for Kids!” Maggie randomly cheered as she jumped around, paint flying everywhere.

      “That’s not a bad idea, but what if we eventually wanted to expand and do more to maintain the fields? Eventually, everyone will have dugouts, and I don’t see us stopping there. We could still raise money to maintain the fields, providing the paint and chalk for the lines and equipment for the kids.”

      I grinned. “That’s easy. Fields for Kids.”

      “I love both,” Kylie said.

      “What if our initial project is Dugouts for Kids because I like that it describes exactly what we’re doing now? And if we want to expand down the road, we can call that project Fields for Kids?”

      “I love it so much.” Kylie hugged Maggie and then Delaney. “Thanks for brainstorming with us.”

      Delaney shrugged. “It was fun.”

      What I loved most about this project was that it was a family thing. Mom and Dad pulled up shortly after with boxes of donuts and coffee. We happily took a break to eat and update my parents on our progress.

      “I think this is amazing,” Miranda said after Sam gave her the tour of the finished dugout. “We should take pictures and put them on the wall at the office.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Kylie said.

      “You can use them for the ski resort too,” Mom said to Kylie.

      “I don’t know if anyone associates this project with the Wildes. It’s more my thing.”

      I didn’t argue that point because I agreed. Her family hadn’t been involved in this one, and the credit should go to Kylie.

      “For your future office then,” Mom said as she went to Dad’s truck to get her camera.

      Kylie was quiet after that. I wondered if she was thinking about where her office would be—in the lodge or in a hotel in Europe.

      I hated the tightening in my gut anytime I thought of Kylie not being happy here. I dreaded the thought of her leaving, the possibility that she could cast aside everything we’d shared.

      After Mom took some pictures of the dugout, we resumed painting, and she got some candid shots of us working.

      When we finished, we put away the paint and supplies. I was lost in thought when a splash of paint landed on my face. “What—?” I asked as I lifted my gaze to find a delighted Kylie.

      “Are you throwing paint?” I asked her as I prowled closer, a roller clutched in my hand.

      Her eyes widened comically before she sobered and took off like a shot. I gave chase as she darted around the fence and onto the field. The whole time she screamed, “No, no, no!”

      I didn’t want to throw paint on the field, so I waited until we were in an open space and then threw the paint. My brothers surrounded us, getting in on the action. There was laughing and squealing, and even Maggie and Delaney joined in until everyone was covered in paint.

      We eased off when the kids joined in because we didn’t want to have to clean paint out of their hair or explain it to Natalie and Alice. We collapsed on the ground, everyone out of breath and tired of running.

      Mom showed her camera to Kylie. Apparently, she’d caught it on camera. “You think the reporter would be interested in this?”

      “I think that’s a great idea. This one is the best.” I moved over to get a closer look. It was one where I was chasing Kylie, and there was this sparkle in her eyes and a delighted smile on her face. It was perfect. After the shot was taken, I’d hugged Kylie in the guise of covering her with the paint that dotted my shirt, but really, it was just to touch her. I loved being close to her.

      It was fun and just the release I needed. I wanted to show Kylie that she fit in with us and that she could have a life here, and this was one way to do it. She was the one who’d instigated the paint war, which was exactly the sort of thing one of my brothers would do.

      It was proof she belonged here with us. If only she could see it and not all the ways she didn’t fit in or fell short.

      We cleaned up and headed home for showers. We used some towels Mom brought to clean up the girls and to cover the seats as we drove home. Inside, we immediately tore off our clothes and threw them in the wash, then I grabbed Kylie and carried her to the shower.

      “You don’t have to carry me everywhere,” she said with an amused smile as I set her down and turned on the water.

      “It’s more fun this way,” I said simply. I couldn’t stop touching her. Part of it was knowing it might be temporary, that I wouldn’t have forever with her.

      We both used soap to scrub the paint off each other’s bodies. It was almost as fun as throwing it on her. When our skin was red from the scrubbing, we got out and wrapped ourselves in fluffy towels.

      “That was one of the best weekends I’ve had in forever.”

      “I think so too,” I said as we settled on the bed.

      “We should get ready for Sunday dinner.”

      “You’re coming to my parents’, right?”

      “Actually, I think I should make more of an effort to see my family.”

      That hit like a stab to the heart. I couldn’t deny that she should spend time with her family. But I wasn’t invited. I wasn’t ready for her brothers to know about us.

      “Tell Miranda and Waylon that I’m sorry for not coming to their house.”

      “They’ll understand.” But would I? I’d gotten used to spending most of my free time with her, but the fact was, she had family here too. And if I wanted to be part of whatever she was building with hers, I needed to come clean to her brothers.

      “Should we tell them?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Tell who what?”

      “Tell your brothers that we’re seeing each other.” Then I held my breath for her answer.

      Kylie sighed. “I’m not ready for that yet. Let me feel out tonight, see how things are first.”

      “I can wait,” I said, even though I wasn’t so sure.

      “I don’t know what I want to do. Shouldn’t I know by now?”

      I could tell she was conflicted by this, and I wanted to soothe her. So I drew her into my body and kissed the top of her head. “I think it will come to you when the time is right.”

      “I love fundraising and building the dugouts. I feel great when I’m doing anything in relation to it. I felt the same about raising money for the ski equipment. Maybe that’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Fundraise?”

      “Yeah, but not for other people, for my own foundation. I keep getting this idea in my head. Kylie’s Kids.”

      A tingle ran through my body as she continued. “I could raise money for sports equipment, leave boxes around town for people to drop their lightly used things into, and we could distribute them throughout the community.”

      I held her tighter, so proud of her. “I love it.”

      “It would be mine. Separate from Dugouts for Kids and Fields for Kids. It would just be equipment.”

      “Yes.” I turned her so she was facing me. “I can’t tell you how proud I am of you. You took something that meant something to you, and you’re making it a reality. You’re helping the community and the kids.”

      “I finally scheduled another meeting with the mayor and his event coordinator, Scarlett. I met her at the baseball game fundraiser. I’ll talk to them about a booth at the local festivals and events. I love the idea of these boxes being placed in the library or the grocery store.”

      “Is this what you’re going to talk to your family about tonight?”

      “I don’t think they’ll be that impressed. It’s not a thousand-dollar dinner or anything like that.”

      “I think you underestimate them. They’ll think it’s as cool as I do.”

      She rested her head against my shoulder. “I hope so. I saw more of them when I planned the ski equipment fundraiser but not much since. I think it’s time for me to reconnect with them. To see if there’s a place for me here.”

      My heart hurt because I wished it was a foregone conclusion that she’d fit in with her family, that she knew there was a place for her in her hometown. “I’ll miss you, but you need to do this.” It was a necessary step for us to move forward in our relationship. She needed to make a decision about where she’d live.

      “It’s past time for me to figure a few things out.”

      We watched TV for a bit and then finally got up to get dressed and go our separate ways. I wanted to tell her all the things I was thinking: I love you. I’ll always be here for you. But I didn’t want to influence her decision beyond showing her how I felt. So when I walked her to her rental car, I kissed her, pouring everything I couldn’t say into it.

      I just hoped I’d get a chance to tell her how I felt.
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      When I’d texted earlier to say I’d be joining my family, Mom said everyone would be there. That was usual, as far as I could tell. None of the boys were dating anyone, so they were expected to be there every Sunday for dinner.

      When I returned home, no one had pushed me to join them. I wasn’t sure if it was because I didn’t fit in or if they didn’t want to push me for fear I’d leave again.

      I was starting to see I didn’t know my family that well. As soon as I was in high school, my brothers were already in college, and one by one, they returned home to take over the lodge. Then I went to college, studied overseas, and fell in love with Europe. I didn’t return home much, other than the occasional visit.

      The last few years, I’d rarely returned at all. I said it was the expensive and long flight home, but it was more than that. The longer I stayed away, the harder it was to come home. I had to admit that I might be the reason for the rift between us. I’d blamed my family my entire life without seeing how I was also part of the equation.

      This was the first time I was going home with an open mind. I walked inside and was immediately met with the sound of my brothers’ loud voices and laughs. Would they welcome me, or would they be surprised I was joining them?

      I walked into the kitchen, and everyone fell silent.

      “I’m so glad you could make it,” Mom said, coming around the counter to hug me.

      “Sorry it took me so long to join you.”

      “You’ve been busy with your fundraising projects. We’ve heard all about it,” Dad said.

      I felt a little guilty for that because I should have been the one telling them about what was going on in my life. “We built the first dugout this weekend and painted it.”

      I pulled the pictures I’d taken on my phone and a few that Miranda had sent me of the paint fight.

      “You look close with the Fletchers,” Xander said.

      “Yeah, we’ve been working closely on this project. They came to me with the idea of partnering together on a fundraiser to help the community. I wanted to help with girls’ sports, and they wanted to do something with the baseball programs. This is what we came up with.” I tensed, almost expecting one of my brothers to give me a hard time, saying dugouts weren’t really that helpful to anyone, but no one did.

      Instead, Xander pulled me in for a hug. “I’m proud of you. It looks great.”

      “How many do you have planned?” Dad asked.

      “Just six for now. We didn’t raise as much as we wanted by hosting the baseball games, but we figured we might have to make it an ongoing fundraiser or even do it with the team that needs the dugout so that everyone can be involved.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Dad said.

      It wasn’t high praise, but it was something. “I had another idea, but this one I’d lead myself. I’m calling it Kylie’s Kids. I’d set up boxes around town to collect gently used sports equipment. But I could always alter it to do coats and gloves in winter or food at the holidays.” My heart threatened to beat out of my chest as I said it because I wasn’t sure how they would take it. It had nothing to do with the family’s business.

      “I love it. I can see the boxes around town,” Mom said as she handed a platter to Dad to grill outside.

      “Does this mean you’re staying?” Xander asked.

      “I don’t know.” But how could I create a program and then leave? It didn’t make sense. But then, the only reason to stay was Tyler. I wasn’t sure if he was all in or viewing it as a fling with an end date. Probably the latter since he’d never been in a serious relationship. Why would he start with me?

      “This is just a fundraising project. I can’t live off it.” I still needed a job.

      “I hope you follow through with it. I think it’s a neat idea that the community will be involved in,” Mom said.

      “I think so too,” I said to Mom, wishing my brothers would give more feedback. But as usual, the other two had gone outside with Dad. Either they didn’t care to comment on my plans or they didn’t think much of me.

      The old hurt and sensation that I didn’t belong here continued. I wondered if it would change anything if I spoke these feelings out loud.

      “You’ve been spending a lot of time with Tyler. People have said they’ve seen you two around town, putting up flyers,” Xander said.

      “His brothers asked Tyler to talk to me about partnering with Fletcher & Sons. I think Mac and Sam are busy now that they have families.” I prayed he wouldn’t ask any more questions. I knew Tyler wanted to talk to them about our relationship first. “We’re working together on it. I really couldn’t have done any of this without his family. They’re doing the work for free and giving us the lumber and supplies without any markups.”

      “It benefits their business to be involved in it. I just hope they’re not taking advantage of you,” Xander said.

      “Why would they be taking advantage of me?” Was Xander insinuating that I wasn’t savvy enough to know when I was being manipulated?

      “Leave her alone. Kylie’s a smart woman. She can take care of herself,” Mom said, patting Xander’s hand.

      I let it go, but his insinuation that others would take advantage of me grated. It fed into the belief they’d always had that I couldn’t take care of myself.

      We sat at the large dining room table since most of the family was there. Four kids and my parents. Killian was the only one out of town. I wondered if any of them had ever brought a woman to dinner. Would they be as accepting as the Fletchers were to Natalie and Alice?

      As usual, the talk revolved around the lodge and bookings for the summer season. It tended to be quieter during the summer, but we still received reservations from people who liked to hike and visit Telluride in the warmer months.

      My brothers talked to my parents about various ways to bring more people to the lodge, activities and events to entice them.

      I didn’t work for the family business. I hadn’t been here in years. What could I possibly have to add?

      “Kylie, do you have any ideas?” Xander asked.

      “I haven’t worked at the lodge since high school, and I only worked the front counter or housekeeping when necessary.” I was hardly qualified to tell them how to attract more tourists.

      “You worked in a hotel in Paris,” Dad said, as if that explained everything.

      “Do you host many weddings? I would think summer would be a good time for those looking for mountain views.”

      “We’ve had a few requests, but it’s from people who expect us to have a planner on-site. We don’t,” Dad said.

      “That’s why you’re considering hiring an event coordinator?” It hurt that they hadn’t immediately thought of me as filling this role.

      “We want to be sure that’s what we want to do before we advertise the position.”

      “You can always hire them on a probationary period of ninety days or even six months and then reevaluate it. If it’s not bringing in additional income, then you could stop,” I said.

      Oliver rubbed his chin. “I would think we’d need at least a year to get an idea of whether it’s cost effective.”

      A year was a long time. Even if I wanted the position, I wasn’t sure I wanted to commit to that long.

      “We could add a gazebo and a few other features that would attract couples,” Mom said.

      “You can offer the more secluded cabins as honeymoon suites. The guests would stay at the lodge or the cabins. It would be a nice way to fill the resort even in the spring and fall months,” I said, finishing my meal before pushing the plate away from me.

      My heart rate picked up as I considered asking them why they’d never offered me a position. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. Did I want to know the answer?

      “Are you feeling okay, dear?” Mom asked.

      I looked around at my brothers’ and my father’s faces, wondering if I was brave enough to ask them when I never had been before. “I’m just wondering why you’ve never asked me to work at the lodge.”

      Dad shifted in his chair, carefully considering his words before he said, “You went to college and never returned. Not for any meaningful amount of time. We couldn’t even predict if you’d be home for breaks to help.”

      A lump formed in my throat because I wasn’t sure I was needed or even wanted at the lodge. “All the positions were taken. Oliver handles the finances, Eli handles management, and Xander took over the winter sports. What was left for me?”

      My words resulted in a weighty silence at the table.

      “Is that how you felt?” Dad asked.

      I held my hands as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I was never allowed to make any suggestions. I was always told one of my brothers had it handled.”

      “You were just a kid back then,” Oliver said.

      “I felt like my opinions weren’t valued. I went to school and majored in hotel management and hospitality, but you never asked what my plans were. I just assumed there wasn’t a spot for me, and maybe in the back of my mind, I thought if I could prove myself to you, you’d change your mind about me.”

      “Is this why you didn’t come home often?” Mom asked, pain tinging her tone.

      “It was part of it. I never felt like there was a spot for me in the business or in the family.”

      “Why would you feel that way?” Dad asked.

      I’d bared my soul, and it was too late to turn back. “I was never included in anything the boys did. They didn’t want me around.”

      “We didn’t want you to get hurt,” Eli bit out.

      I held up a hand. “Your intentions might have been good, but it always felt like you didn’t want me around. Like I was a pest.” It sounded ridiculous to my ears. Most brothers didn’t want their kid sisters around either, but it hadn’t changed as I’d gotten older. I was excluded and unwanted.

      “You broke your arm following us out one night,” Oliver added.

      “Try to see things from my perspective. I was born after four boys. You were fun and adventurous, but I was always left behind. Then, one by one, you took the positions in the lodge and resort until there was nothing left for me. Now you’re creating a new position, one that seems perfect for me, and no one’s even mentioned that I might be the right person for the job.” I stood, my hands shaking as I threw the napkin onto the table. There was pain on my parents’ faces and confusion on my brothers’.

      I shouldn’t have brought any of this up. I’d kept it inside for years, and that’s where it should have stayed.

      “We never offered you the position because you never once expressed any interest in working for the family business.”

      “I didn’t think I needed to. I went to school for hotel management so that I could finally prove to you I was worthy of Wilde Ski Resort.” I felt sick to my stomach. They didn’t get me and never had.

      “You didn’t need to prove anything to me,” Dad said.

      I held my hands in the air. “I’ve been working hard on the fundraisers because I believe in them, but also so I could finally prove to you I was worthy.”

      Oh shit. I hadn’t meant to even voice that vulnerability out loud. I’d never felt worthy of my family’s time and attention. Any time I wanted it, I was scorned. Sometimes, I thought if I’d been a boy, things would have been easier.

      My brothers must have sensed this conversation had gotten too personal, and they gathered the dishes and went into the kitchen.

      When I was alone with Mom and Dad, I said, “I’m sorry for the outburst. I don’t know why I said all of that.”

      I turned to leave, and my dad said, “Wait.”

      I slowly faced him.

      “I didn’t know you felt this way,” he said quietly.

      I stood rigid because I hadn’t ever come out and said any of this.

      “I wish you’d told us you wanted to work here.”

      “I guess I wanted you to ask. Maybe it was stupid, but my whole life, I felt like an outsider, like I was the girl you didn’t want. Another boy would have been easier for you.”

      “I’m sorry for that. We treated you differently, and we shouldn’t have. It’s just that you were special. You were my only girl, and I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “By keeping me inside the lodge, never letting me go on an adventure of my own?” It had stifled my self-confidence.

      “We wanted to keep you safe, and yes, we worried about you in a way that we didn’t with your brothers. And I see now that was a mistake,” Dad said gruffly.

      “I only wanted to feel like I was part of this family. That you wanted me here. That you wanted me to work for the lodge. I would have done anything if you’d asked. But you never did.”

      Dad held up his hands. “We honestly thought you wanted nothing to do with Telluride and the business. You didn’t come home much on breaks, and then after you studied abroad, it felt like we’d lost you. We wanted to give you space to grow, but then you fell in love with something besides here. And we had to be okay with that.”

      I closed my eyes because it felt like we’d crossed wires somewhere. That we’d never cleared the air, and now that we had, I wasn’t sure if anything was better or if I’d made everything worse.

      “We’ve asked what your plans are since you came home,” Mom said gently.

      “I said I wasn’t sure because I never felt like I fit in here, that I was wanted or needed.”

      “We’d love for you to stay and make a life for yourself here. We just want you to be happy, even if that’s living in Paris. Even if we miss you like crazy.”

      The tears that had been threatening spilled over. I swiped them away.

      “If you want to stay in Telluride, then the position is yours,” Dad said.

      I sucked in a shaky breath. “Don’t you need to talk to my brothers?”

      “It’s true I’m giving more responsibility to them, but I want all my children to have a stake in the business. And this one is yours if you want it.”

      “I’m not sure what I want anymore. I’d just decided to send out résumés to see what opportunities there were.” I wasn’t sure if Tyler wanted me to stay. What if I was the perfect fling because I’d always said I’d be leaving eventually?

      “You’re obviously capable of the position. You did an amazing job with the fundraisers, organizing people, and marketing. I don’t know what happened with your job in Paris because you won’t talk about it.”

      “I trusted someone I shouldn’t have. I dated the owner’s son, and in the end, my boss picked him.” I laughed without any humor. “Are you sure you trust me to run anything at the lodge?”

      “You trusted the wrong person; that doesn’t make you a bad person,” Mom said.

      “It makes me gullible.”

      The house was quiet. Either my brothers were cleaning the grill or they’d left to give us space.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Dad said emphatically.

      “It means you have a big heart,” Mom added with confidence.

      “You should have told us what you wanted back then. We would have assured you had a spot here.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      We moved at the same time, me hugging my mom first and then my dad.

      When Dad eased away, he said, “You’ll always have a place here. I’m sorry you felt like you didn’t.”

      I couldn’t manage much more than a nod.

      “Take your time with figuring out what you want. It would be great to have an event coordinator for this summer, but your happiness comes first,” he continued.

      “Thanks, Dad.” This conversation was long overdue. Even though I felt emotionally drained, I was glad I’d had enough courage to say how I was feeling.

      “Now, let me wrap up some food for you to take home.” Mom bustled around the kitchen while I stood with my dad.

      “Do you think my brothers will come around?” I wasn’t sure if they felt the same way.

      “Your brothers want you here. They’ve always regretted that you didn’t feel at home here like they did.”

      Even though Killian traveled a lot for competitions, he always came home to Telluride.

      “I’m starting to think it was all in my head. I didn’t think there was a place for me, therefore, Telluride wasn’t my home. It sounds ridiculous when I say it out loud—”

      “It’s not ridiculous if that’s how you felt. I just wished you would have told us sooner.”

      “Me too.” I received hugs before I left and assurances that there would always be a place for me in the business, and then I drove home.

      I felt exhausted and drained, yet hopeful. I’d read things wrong over the years, but we hadn’t communicated. But if it hadn’t happened this way, I wouldn’t have studied abroad during the summer of my junior year. I wouldn’t have fallen in love with Paris. I’d gotten good experience working at the hotel, and those skills would come in handy anywhere else I worked. So, I couldn’t be regretful. Not when life turned out the way it did for a reason.

      Maybe Tyler and I wouldn’t have had a chance if I’d stayed here. I couldn’t regret the way my life had turned out. I was smarter and had more experiences than I would have had if I’d stayed in Telluride.

      The question was, where did I go next? Was I content to stay in Telluride, to build a life here with my family and maybe Tyler? Did he even want that? What if our relationship was only temporary and he didn’t want anything lasting?
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      Dinner at my parents’ house was lively and fun. I teased my brothers, played with my nieces, and wished Kylie could be with us.

      “Why didn’t you go with Kylie to her parents’?” Mom asked, rinsing the dishes and placing them in the dishwasher.

      I wasn’t sure how to describe our relationship in a way my parents would understand. I finally settled on, “They don’t know about us.”

      Mom straightened. “Why not?”

      “Her brothers told me to stay away from her.”

      “When you were kids?” Mom asked.

      “Xander asked me to look out for her, and that’s not what I’m doing.”

      “You think they’ll have a problem with you two dating?” Mom asked.

      I shook my head. “I know they will. They told me to stay away from their sister and look out for her.”

      “You think you can keep it a secret from them forever?”

      “Well, no. But Kylie hasn’t said she’s staying in town. If we’re temporary, why should we tell them if nothing comes from it?”

      “You don’t act like you’re temporary,” Mom said carefully, as if she was trying to figure things out.

      I drew in a deep breath. “I’m in love with her, but I don’t know how she feels.”

      “You haven’t told her yet?” Mom asked, her tone incredulous.

      I winced. “I’m worried I’ll scare her off.”

      Mom continued putting the dishes in the dishwasher with jerky movements. “You sound like Mac when he was messing things up with Natalie.”

      “I’m not messing anything up.”

      Mom turned to give me a look.

      I held up my hands as if to ward her off. “I haven’t messed anything up yet.”

      Mom straightened and pointed a wooden spoon at me. “What if she’s waiting for you to tell her how you feel? What if she wants you to ask her to stay? What if that poor girl thinks that she’s just a fun time for you?”

      “Why would she think that?” I asked, my words slowing as Mom gave me that look. The one that told me she knew my reputation around town. “It’s true I’ve never been in a long-term relationship. But everyone I spent time with knew the score—”

      She turned her head away from me and held up one hand. “I don’t want to hear about your prior relationships.”

      I said, “Sorry.” Then let out a breath. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve never been in this position before, but I’m worried if I push too hard, if I lay out all my cards, she’s going to run.”

      Mom poured dish detergent into the receptacle, shut the dishwasher, and started the cycle. Then she took a seat at the kitchen table. “That’s what you’re worried about? Her leaving?”

      I nodded, feeling miserable that I didn’t know what to do and that what I had done wasn’t enough by a long shot.

      “In this situation, you have everything to lose. She might leave and never come back.”

      I rubbed a hand over the sudden ache in my chest, perilously close to my heart.

      “But if you do nothing, you might have the same outcome.”

      “So, you’re saying I need to tell her because if I don’t ask her to stay, she might think I don’t want her.” That hurt worse than the thought of her leaving.

      “I’ve gotten to know her a little since she’s been back, and I’ve seen the way her brothers treat her. Kylie needs to feel that she’s wanted. That she’s special to someone. That she’ll come first.”

      “Of course, she comes first.” I had no one else in my life other than my family.

      “Does she know that? Have you told her that?”

      “I’ve shown her.”

      Mom stood up from the table and crossed the room, jabbing her finger in the middle of my chest. “It’s not enough. She needs to hear the words. She needs to hear it from you.”

      I needed to tell her I was in love with her and that I wanted her to stay. I could do that, but what if— “What if there’s nothing for her here? What if her family doesn’t ask her to stay, or she can’t find a job in Telluride? There aren’t any luxury hotels here.”

      “Let her know you’ll figure it out together. If she needs to leave for her career, then you will too.”

      My stomach dropped. “But I’ve never even thought about leaving. I love it here.” When I imagined me and Kylie together, it was always with my family.

      “When you’re in a relationship, you make compromises. If you want her, you might need to follow her wherever she goes. Your father will understand.”

      I didn’t want to move. I hated the idea of my kids growing up away from Mac’s and Sam’s, but Mom was right. If I was all in with Kylie, I needed to be willing to make the ultimate sacrifice.

      “If she stays, she’ll be giving up the life she came to love in Paris. The amazing restaurants, culture, and five-star hotels.”

      “But she’d be getting me?” I teased.

      Mom smacked me upside the head for that one. It wasn’t hard but enough to make me sober. “I love her. I’ll say and do whatever it takes to get her to see that.”

      “You do right by that girl. She deserves the best.”

      I nodded. “She does, and I’m going to show her that.”

      “Tell her. Not just show her.” I was starting to understand how important words were to Kylie. She’d never had them from her family, and she needed them from me.

      “Got it.” Then I drew my mother in for a tight hug. I was so lucky to have my parents in my life in a way that was supportive. “Thank you for being the best mom.”

      Mom eased back and blinked, tears shimmering in her eyes.

      “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      “You have no idea how I need to hear that. As a parent, you second-guess everything, and I always wonder if I did right by you boys.”

      “You were the best mother. You allowed us to be ourselves and supported us with love.”

      Mom patted my cheek. “You’re my favorite.”

      Mac walked in and did a double take at her proclamation. “I thought you didn’t pick favorites?”

      Mom grinned. “He’s my favorite today.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him behind Mom’s back.

      Mac scowled at me. “I don’t know what you said to get her to say that, but—”

      I leaned back against the counter, crossed my arms over my chest, and said, “I merely said she was the best mother in the world.”

      “Suck-up,” Mac said.

      “Boys. Enough. I made chocolate cake, and if you keep it up, you’re not allowed to have a slice.”

      That shut us up, just like it had when we were kids. We were always compliant if dessert was on the table. Although we might have forgotten about it a time or two.

      Mac grabbed the cake tray and took it into the dining room, where everyone had started a game of cards at the table.

      “There’s no doubt in my mind you two will work it out.”

      I let out a breath. “I hope so.”

      “But don’t screw it up.” Mom grabbed plates and a cake knife and left the room.

      I let my head drop back because I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t mess everything up. I wasn’t sure if Kylie felt the same way I did. But there was only one way to find out.

      I ate cake with my family, packing a slice in a plastic container for Kylie. When I pulled into Kylie’s driveway, I realized I’d come to think of her cabin as home. It was a little premature since it had only been a short while and it was a rental. Would Kylie move in with me when my house was completed? Was it too soon to be thinking about the future? Would Kylie balk at anything more permanent than this weekend?

      I knocked on the door, holding the container. As much time as we spent together, Kylie hadn’t given me a key. I hoped that wasn’t a sign of bad things to come.

      She opened the door, her fingers curling around the edge of the wood. “Tyler. Hey.”

      I stepped inside. “I brought cake.”

      She smiled softly and took the offered container. “Just what I needed.”

      I wanted to be everything she needed all the time. But would she let me? I followed her into the kitchen where she grabbed a fork and set the container on the counter. With a flick of her finger, the lid flew off, and she immediately cut a bite and brought it to her lips. Her eyes closed, and she moaned.

      I shifted on my feet as all the blood in my body drained south. “You’re making it hard for me to stay over here.”

      Her eyes popped open, and she smiled. “This hit the spot.”

      “How was dinner with your family?” I asked, feeling like I already knew the answer.

      “Let’s see. I bared my soul to them, and they had no idea how I’d felt over the years.”

      “Your brothers?” I asked, hopeful they’d change their ways when it came to her. It was my only hope.

      She shook her head. “They left to give me some time alone with Mom and Dad.”

      “How did your parents react?”

      “They were surprised but supportive. They didn’t think I wanted anything to do with the business.”

      “Is that true?”

      She blew out a breath, her shoulders sagging. “You know, it might have been. If they’d offered me a position then, I might have said no. I was enthralled with Europe. I was free for the first time in my life. No one was telling me who to date or what I couldn’t have.”

      “It sounds like Europe was the right choice for you then.” Was it now too?

      “My parents said the event coordinator position is mine if I want it.”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding.

      “But I’m going to send out résumés to hotels too, just to see what’s out there.”

      My stomach dropped. “Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted? A position in your family’s business?”

      Her lips pursed. “I’m not sure. I thought it was, but I wouldn’t have turned down Paris for it. So maybe that’s my answer.”

      I wanted to ask, what if you had a reason to stay? What if I was the reason you stayed? Would she always be happy, or would she grow to resent me?

      “I don’t know what I want. Not really. I thought I wanted this one thing, and now that they handed it to me, I’m not happy.”

      “I don’t know that you are always happy. Maybe it’s more of a feeling of rightness. Like I always wanted to work with my family, and now that I am, I feel content.”

      “I just feel drained.”

      “You just bared your soul, as you said. It was a lot. Maybe you’ll feel differently in the morning.”

      She nodded and took another bite of the cake. “You’re right. Can you open a bottle of wine? I’m in the mood to relax tonight.”

      I grabbed the cork and opened the wine bottle she’d pointed out on the counter. I hoped it wasn’t so she could forget everything. That she was looking for an escape. I’d hoped to be that for her. But what if it wasn’t me that gave her that? What if it was having a job on the other side of the world?

      How did I convince her this was enough, living here and loving me? Did I need to convince her of anything? Shouldn’t she just know?

      As I poured the wine into the two glasses she’d set in front of me, I knew I needed to talk to her brothers. Even if nothing came from our time together, they deserved to know, and it had to come from me, not her. It was important for me to clear the air. I was the one who was supposed to be protecting her while I was sleeping with her. I’d slept with my friends’ sister, and it was time to come clean.

      Kylie accepted the glass and took a long pull. Then she smiled as she swished the wine in the glass. “This was exactly what I needed.”

      Before I could ask any follow-up questions, she’d wrapped an arm around my neck and pulled me down to meet her lips. She tasted like chocolate, red wine, and heaven. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted.

      “I want you,” she said to me between kisses.

      “I want you too.” All night long. I wanted to sink into her and forget about everything else, the logistics of convincing her that I was enough. She was slipping away, and I needed to hold on.

      So, I set her glass aside and lifted her so that her legs came around my hips. Our lips never parted as I walked her up the steps and into her room. I placed her on the comforter then pulled my shirt over my head and toed off my shoes.

      She’d righted herself and crawled across the bed to the end. Her eyes were dark with lust. “I want to taste you.”

      My cock twitched in the confines of my jeans. I shoved them down just as she reached for it, squeezing hard. I groaned because it was just the right amount of pressure I needed in the moment. I wanted to remember that she was mine, even if it was only for tonight.

      Then she licked the pre-cum from the head and closed her eyes like it was a piece of that cake. Then she sucked me down, swallowing against the back of her throat. I bit my lip and rested my hand lightly on her hair when I wanted to thrust into her mouth.

      She pulled off. “You can do whatever you want to.”

      I held myself still, every muscle in my body tense. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ll tell you if it’s too much.”

      Then she sucked me down again, her gaze on mine. I flicked my hips, testing the waters. But she moaned around my cock, happily. I set a nice and easy rhythm, going deeper with each movement.

      She sucked and licked, squeezing the base of my cock with her hand. I was so hard. I was quickly barreling toward what I expected would be an epic release.

      “Can I mark you?” I asked as her eyes widened. “I want to coat your skin with my cum.”

      The image had me harder than I’d ever been.

      She pulled off and nodded.

      I braced my feet and jerked off, aiming my cock at her chest. I’d never done this with anyone before, and I felt like a randy teenager. I was excited she was letting me have my way with her. When I erupted, spurts of cum shooting over one nipple and then the other, I groaned at the sight. “You’re gorgeous covered in my cum.”

      I reached out to smear it over her chest. I wanted her covered in me. I wanted her to smell like me. I felt possessive tonight, like no one else could ever claim her because I already had.

      Kylie sat back on her heels, her tone tinged with awe. “That was hot.”

      “It’s your turn.” I touched her shoulder and pressed lightly until she was flat on her back, her legs spread. I left the cum on her chest because it was the most erotic sight I’d ever seen, and I moved between her legs.

      I breathed her in, telling her how gorgeous she looked covered in my cum. Then I used my fingers and tongue to drive her over the edge. Her fingers twisted in the sheets; her legs trembled when she finally went over.

      I wanted to leave her dirty all night, but I knew it wouldn’t be comfortable. I stood to grab a warm washcloth and cleaned her off. I threw it to the side before drawing her to me.

      My heart was full of love for her. But I couldn’t tell her how I felt until I spoke to her brothers. It was this block in my head I couldn’t climb over or get around.

      In the back of my mind, I thought we had more time.

    

  







            22

          

          

      

    

    






KYLIE

        

      

    

    
      I spent the next week sending out résumés. I wasn’t sure why I felt like I had to do it. Maybe I was worried I’d miss out on an opportunity. Or I needed to explore all my options before I made a final decision.

      All I knew was that I was offered the position I’d always wanted, but it didn’t feel satisfying. I still felt this empty cavern in my chest. I couldn’t figure out what that meant. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to stay in Telluride. I was destined to be the lone family member who lived somewhere else.

      On Friday, I was supposed to meet with the mayor, Todd, and the town’s event coordinator, Scarlett. We were supposed to discuss my ideas for Kylie’s Kids and how I could possibly partner with the town.

      I walked into the fancy Italian restaurant with my work uniform of a pencil skirt, heels, and a silky button-down blouse. I’d worn more makeup than I had the entire time I’d been home. It felt a little foreign now that I’d been back and living a somewhat different life than before.

      Todd and Scarlett were already seated when I arrived. When the hostess led me to their table, they stood. Scarlett hugged me, and Todd shook my hand before pulling a chair out for me.

      “Thank you for meeting with me today,” I said as we perused our menus.

      “Sorry I couldn’t get together earlier. Being a mayor, even in a small town, is busy,” Todd said with a cocky grin.

      I smiled, remembering the number of times his secretary scheduled a lunch and then called to reschedule. I was beginning to think it wouldn’t happen. “I bet.”

      We ordered pasta dishes and water. And it struck me as we gave the waitress our orders that my life had changed markedly since I came home. At the hotel, I did what others told me. Here, I was steering the ship. I decided what projects to pursue and what meetings to take. It was empowering. I liked being my own boss.

      Would I enjoy working for my family, or would it be more of the same as my hotel job? Would I be taking orders from my brothers? I didn’t like that idea at all. I needed to talk to Dad about autonomy and freedom in that position. Maybe that’s what had been tripping me up about it.

      “Scarlett said you talked to her about your ideas for Kylie’s Kids, and I have to say, I’m intrigued.”

      “I had success with the ski equipment drive and then Dugouts for Kids, where I partnered with Fletcher & Sons Contracting. But this nonprofit will be solely mine. I figured I could collect whatever is needed at the time—book bags and school supplies in the fall, coats in the winter, and food as needed. I have visions of these collection boxes in the lobby of the library, the hospital, and maybe even schools. People will know where to go with their items if they have a donation.” I wanted it to be a staple in the community.

      “Does this mean you’re staying in town?” Todd asked as he sipped his water.

      I’d noticed he’d had a difficult time tearing his gaze away from his phone. I wasn’t sure if it was work-related or not, but it felt like he wasn’t listening to me or giving me his undivided attention. Yet he seemed to be up-to-date on town gossip where I was concerned. “I haven’t made a final decision.”

      “I don’t see how this works without you. You’re Kylie’s Kids,” Todd said bluntly.

      “I just need to get this up and running to see if it could work.”

      “I think it’s a great idea, and we’d love to partner with you. Every time we have an event in town, a festival or a parade, you can place the donation boxes at the town tent. We can also make the donation an entry for certain events, like the town carnival.”

      I hadn’t expected this kind of support. I thought I’d have to convince them that it was viable before the town backed me. “That would be amazing.”

      It was more than I’d even hoped for.

      “It’s a no-brainer. But you need to maintain a squeaky-clean image. People will want to see that the donations are helping real people.”

      “I can have a website where it shows me dropping the items off at shelters and food pantries. And pictures with kids who benefit from the school supplies.” I assumed a few people would cooperate, especially the bigger organizations who stood to benefit.

      “Any money donated goes back into the nonprofit. I don’t want to see any stories that you’re benefitting personally,” Todd said, and I saw then that he was jaded. That he’d seen corruption working in politics, and it was hard for him to see the other side. People who honestly wanted to help.

      “That won’t be an issue. I’ll hire an accountant and a bookkeeper.”

      “Transparency will be your friend,” Todd said with a nod.

      “Absolutely.” I was excited that he believed in the project. I’d started the sports equipment drive on a whim. It was a way to showcase my planning abilities to my father, but it became so much more. I fell in love with fundraising and helping people. It filled me in a way that nothing else did. Would I be able to walk away if I was offered a management position at a hotel?

      Our food came, and we dug in. Scarlett talked about the town and what they hoped to accomplish in the next few years. There was a big push with her new position to make Telluride a place that locals and tourists wanted to visit. Her idea was to have various festivals to encourage people to fall in love with the town again.

      She wanted to enter various contests, such as The Best Small-Town Main Street. I never thought about what it would be like working for a small town, but I was excited just listening to her talk about her plans.

      Todd got a call toward the end of the meal and said he needed to go.

      When he was gone, Scarlett said, “He’s a busy man.”

      “He seemed distracted.”

      “It’s an important and stressful job. That’s why he created my position. He handles the red tape, and my job is to get people to love the town again.”

      “I think you have great ideas.”

      Scarlett smiled. “I’m looking forward to working together. Let me know if you need any help getting Kylie’s Kids off the ground. I have some experience with fundraising and nonprofits.”

      “That would be great.” We’d only had a couple of conversations, the first one at the baseball fundraiser and then this lunch, but I felt like we could be friends.

      “I’m continually coming up with new ideas for festivals and projects we can do to get people excited about their town. I have a feeling you’re the same way.”

      “I have come up with a lot of different ideas for fundraising. First the ski equipment, then the dugouts and sports equipment, and now this. I enjoy it in a way I never have anything else.”

      “You’re like me. We thrive on helping people. I think we can help each other too.”

      “We’ll see how this goes.” I didn’t mention that I’d sent out résumés because I was second-guessing myself. Did I need the validation of a job offer? Proof that I hadn’t screwed up before I could move on with my life and do what I wanted to do? Because this lunch had energized me in a way I hadn’t been in years.

      I loved the idea of partnering with the town. With their support, I could do so much good. I wouldn’t have to work as hard to get the word out.

      On the sidewalk, I hugged Scarlett and invited her to come out with some old friends I’d made plans with that night.

      On the way home, I imagined what my life would look like if I stayed: a job at my family’s lodge, planning events and weddings. A side job of fundraising. It seemed like a life I could get behind. But what about Tyler? Could I stay here if he decided we were just a fling?

      My heart ached. I wondered if that was why I’d applied for other places. I’d have an out if Tyler said we were just temporary.

      He’d never made any promises or said how he felt. I didn’t know where I stood, and I was too chicken to ask him.

      I needed to make some decisions soon. My chest tightened with the enormity of things I needed to figure out, and at the heart of them was where I stood with Tyler.

      We’d started with an end date. Was I changing the rules by telling him I might want to stay and make a life here? Was he expecting me to leave?

      My head hurt with the possibilities, and I couldn’t even talk to him. Tyler was busy building his house. He wanted it to be done by the end of summer so he could enjoy it. I didn’t want to interrupt his flow by showing up and demanding answers. I was a big girl. I could figure things out.

      I’d reached out to some of my old softball teammates. We’d played rec league through the years, and most of us made the high school team. We’d grown up together, and they were the closest things I had to friends over the years. When I moved to Paris, I lost touch with most of my college friends and hadn’t made too many in Europe.

      I’d dated Brad and hadn’t bothered to form close relationships with anyone else. That was a mistake. Because when everything went down with him, I had no one to turn to.

      I was surprised so many of my old friends still lived in Telluride. Emery got pregnant the summer before college and stayed. The rest went to college and returned home at various times.

      When I arrived at the bar, everyone was already there, seated at a high-top table. I hugged everyone and then slid into a seat at the end.

      “So, what’s everyone been up to?” I asked as I looked around the table.

      “You’re the one no one has heard from over the years,” Chloe said, and I winced.

      “I’m sorry. When I left, I didn’t want any ties here at home. I didn’t want an excuse to come back.” I’d never said any of that out loud before. But it was my truth.

      Emery gave me a sympathetic look. “We knew you weren’t happy at home.”

      “Then we heard you were in Paris, and I couldn’t believe it. I guess I always thought you’d come home and work at the lodge,” Chloe said.

      “It was always in the back of my mind, but then I studied abroad and fell in love with Europe. There was all this possibility there.”

      “Are you home for good?” Emery asked.

      “I’ve been working on a few fundraisers, just trying to figure out what I want to do with my life. It’s a little early to have a mid-life crisis, but that’s what it feels like.”

      “I got pregnant at eighteen, so I never had that luxury. I went to school, cared for my daughter, and survived. Now that she’s nine, things are easier. I feel like I can breathe again,” Emery said.

      I reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “You’re doing an amazing job.”

      “Thank you.”

      I wasn’t sure where the father was. She hadn’t mentioned one, and he wasn’t included in any of her pictures online. But if she was a single mother, that wasn’t easy. I couldn’t imagine navigating college and my first job with a little one.

      “I have help from my parents and friends.”

      “We should rent a cabin and have a girls’ night,” I said, eager to reconnect with these women.

      “Like our sleepovers at the lodge?” Chloe asked.

      I laughed. “Except even better, because my brothers won’t interrupt our night if we’re in a cabin.”

      “Are all of your brothers still single?” Brynn asked.

      “You would have heard if they weren’t,” I teased, used to women inquiring about my brothers. I used to get annoyed with it, but my brothers were single and, apparently, attractive. Not that I ever looked too closely at them to know.

      After making tentative plans for a girls’ night, talk turned to high school and softball. I loved playing back then. My teammates were the family I didn’t feel like I had at home.

      We spent so much time together it was impossible not to be close. But when I left, I forced myself to create distance, and I hated that. I was ashamed that I’d broken off all contact.

      Even if I didn’t stay in Telluride, I’d try to stay in contact with these women.

      We drank, ordered appetizers, and traded stories about our softball days, school, and our nights at the lodge. Those were good times, and I hadn’t thought about them in years.

      It made me think that there was more to Telluride than just Tyler and my family.
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      I didn’t spend the night at Kylie’s. I’d worked late, and she went out with some friends from high school.

      I kind of hated my apartment. It smelled dusty and stale from disuse. I didn’t like the cramped rooms or the fact that it didn’t have an outdoor space. It had a rooftop area, but it was shared with everyone in my building. I was spoiled at Kylie’s place.

      I wanted my house to be finished, and I wanted to ask Kylie to move in with me. It might have been too soon, but I was so used to coming home to her at the end of a workday, sharing a meal, and sleeping together. I didn’t want to go back to my solitary existence.

      I missed Kylie, and I didn’t want to spend another night apart. This was a test to see if I could do it. I could go back to the way things were if I had to, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to be apart from Kylie.

      I didn’t want her to move away for a job. I could follow her, but my heart was here in Telluride with my family. This was my home. But I could see what my mom was saying—it wouldn’t be home if Kylie wasn’t here.

      I needed to talk to her brothers. I needed to tell her how I felt, that there wasn’t a future without her in it. I just hoped it wasn’t too late. Hopefully, she hadn’t been offered her dream job in the last few days.

      As focused as I’d been on finishing my house, in the back of my mind, I worried that she’d get a call and remember all the reasons why she loved Paris and her old job.

      I wanted it all—Telluride, my family, the business, and Kylie.

      I sat up in bed and sent a text to Kylie, inviting her to breakfast in town. We needed to talk, and I couldn’t do it at her house. We’d end up naked, and I’d lose all sense of reason.

      She agreed to meet me at the new breakfast spot in town, and I jumped in the shower. I waited for her outside the restaurant. When she came down the sidewalk, my unease lifted. She looked gorgeous, and there was no way she was going to tell me she wanted to leave Telluride. She was happy here. She was mending the rift with her family, and she had mine to support her too. She had me, the position she’d always wanted at the lodge, and the start of an amazing fundraising business.

      “Hey, beautiful,” I said when she reached me. I cupped her cheeks and kissed her like we hadn’t seen each other in months. When I finally eased up, I breathed her in, loving being in her presence.

      She covered my hands with hers. “I missed you.”

      A slow smile spread over my face to hear her say that. “I missed you too. I don’t want to sleep apart again.”

      “How was last night?” I tried not to think about her going to a bar with friends and men checking her out. We’d never talked about exclusivity, but I’d assumed we were. Maybe that had been a mistake.

      “It was great to catch up with old friends.”

      I shifted close to her, keeping my hands on her hips and her in the circle of my arms. “I’m glad you had fun.” This was what I wanted for her. For her to find her place here. To have friends and family she could rely on. I wanted her to be happy, not just with me, but with her job, friends, and her family.

      Kylie smiled up at me. “It was almost like we hadn’t been apart for ten years. We caught up and then talked about high school.”

      “I’m glad you reconnected.”

      “I met with the mayor and Scarlett. The town wants to support Kylie’s Kids. They’re going to partner with me at festivals and other events.”

      “That’s great. I’m so proud of you.” I never doubted her. It was a cause everyone could get behind.

      I dropped my forehead to hers and kissed her again.

      “What’s going on?” Xander came upon us without any warning.

      Kylie stepped away from me, guilt settling in the lines on her face, and she wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      It was like time slowed and there was no one else on the sidewalk except for Kylie and her very pissed-off brother.

      Xander looked from Kylie to me. “Are you fucking my sister?”

      I held my hands up. “That’s not what this is.”

      Kylie’s eyes widened as if I’d denounced us—her. I was fucking this up.

      “So, I didn’t just see you kiss my sister?”

      I swallowed hard. “You did.”

      Kylie glared at me and then turned her anger on Xander. “What business is it of yours who I date?”

      Xander ignored his sister and kept his gaze on me. “I asked you to look after my sister. Not fuck her.”

      Irritation finally pushed through the shock. “Don’t talk about your sister like that.”

      “Xander asked you to look after me, and you agreed? What are you, my babysitter?” Kylie asked.

      My breath caught in my throat. I was floundering. I couldn’t seem to form any words to appease either of them. This was spiraling downward fast, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      Xander shook his head in disgust. “Friends don’t sleep with their friends’ sisters.”

      “We were kids when you said that.” I knew that decree hadn’t waned in any shape or form just because Kylie was an adult, but I had to say something in my defense.

      “You knew how I felt.”

      Kylie’s fingers curled into fists. “You don’t want me to date anyone. If you could keep me in a glass ball, you would.”

      My heart fell because this was how Kylie had always felt, and I had no idea if Xander got that.

      “You’re just doing this to get a rise out of us,” Xander said, dismissing her feelings.

      Kylie’s eyes shone with tears. “I’m with Tyler because I love him. Or at least I thought I did.”

      Her words were like a sucker punch to my chest. That was what I should have led with when Xander confronted us. I loved her. But I’d missed my opportunity. She wouldn’t believe it now.

      “You’ve never respected me as a person. If you did, you wouldn’t interfere with my love life and tell men not to date me.” Kylie rounded on me with an index finger pointed at my sternum, “And you. How could you promise Xander to watch out for me like I’m a child? I expected more from you.”

      I nodded slowly, my heart pounding in my chest. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Was any of this real?” Her voice was filled with exasperation and so much pain.

      “Of course, it was.” I was vaguely aware that Xander had stalked off, probably to tell his brothers where to find me and kick my ass. But my heart was pounding in my ears, and there was this roaring, like the surf pounding against jagged rocks. I couldn’t process anything. It was like the world had sped up around me and I was still in slow motion.

      “You knew how I felt about my brothers’ interference and yet you were part of it. You talked to him about me. You made some promises to him. How can I ever trust that what happened between us was real and not some ill-advised promise to my brother?”

      Before I could answer, she shook her head as if to rid me of it and walked away.

      “Kylie, wait—” But I didn’t know what to say that could fix the situation. I’d fucked up, and everything was falling apart. I should have told her what Xander said to me, but I’d forgotten about it.

      Xander’s ire was misplaced because I had looked out for her, just not in the way that he wanted. I’d crossed a line that shouldn’t have been there at all. Anger surged through me that her brothers had messed up the best thing in my life. It was easier to be pissed at Xander than to take a hard look at myself.

      I got the hell out of there because I didn’t want to hang around for Oliver and Eli to show up. I wasn’t ready to explain anything to them. Besides, I had a feeling they’d greet me with a fist, not questions.

      It was Saturday, and we’d planned on knocking out some work at the house, so I drove to my property, to the house I’d secretly hoped would be mine and Kylie’s.

      I wanted this house to be hers as much as it was mine. But now I’d screwed everything up, and there was no chance those dreams would come to fruition.

      I’d parked in the driveway but couldn’t seem to get out of the truck. All my hopes and dreams flashed before my eyes. Kylie, our future children, her family, and mine. Was it too much to hope for? Was it never in the cards for me?

      A sharp rap on the window startled me.

      “You planning on working today?” Sam asked; his expression, initially amused, morphed into concern.

      I sighed, trying to cover the tumultuous feelings that had to be swirling on my face, and got out of the truck.

      I felt heavy, as if my shoulders were weighted down with concrete. My chest tightened to the point that breathing was difficult. All I could see was the accusation in Kylie’s voice, the pain in her eyes, and then her back as she walked away from me.

      She’d said she loved me, and I hadn’t said it back.

      “Is everything okay?” Sam asked.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” I ran a hand through my hair, and my stomach rumbled.

      “I thought you were grabbing breakfast with Kylie before you showed her the progress on the house?”

      “Never made it to breakfast,” I said as I took measured steps toward the front door.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened?” Sam asked, his tone laced with concern.

      “Xander saw us together.” It hurt to say it out loud.

      Sam shook his head, and his disappointment was almost as painful as Kylie’s. “I was afraid that was going to happen. You guys weren’t exactly hiding it.”

      “I meant to talk to him. It was on my list of things to do, but I didn’t do it before he saw us. I thought we could explain it away. We worked together, after all.”

      “Then what did he see?”

      “Us kissing,” I said with a heavy heart as I headed toward the noise.

      Mac had safety goggles and a hard hat on while he drilled something. I couldn’t even focus on what he was doing.

      “Hey, man,” Mac said, removing his goggles and standing. “You’re early. Where’s Kylie?”

      “She’s not coming.” I felt exhausted, as if I hadn’t slept in days, and achy, as if a fever was coming on.

      “Xander caught them kissing in town.”

      Mac removed his helmet and leaned a hip against the beam. “I take it you never talked to him.”

      “I meant to, but there wasn’t time. At first, I thought it was temporary, so there was no point. Then when it became obvious she was the one for me, I wanted to make sure Kylie felt the same way. That’s what breakfast was supposed to be about, but I was too late.”

      Mac winced. “She’s pissed?”

      “Oh yeah. Xander asked me to watch out for her, and I didn’t tell her that. Now she thinks none of what we shared was real.”

      Sam chuckled. “She thinks you slept with her as some misguided attempt to take care of her?”

      “I don’t know what she thinks. Maybe that I got close to her under the guise of caring for her and then took advantage of the situation.” I hated that she thought that. I needed to clear the air, but how? Would she even talk to me?

      “You need to talk to her,” Mac said.

      Sam nodded. “And the Wilde brothers. You don’t want to lose their friendship.”

      “It’s probably too late for that.” I sat on a nearby stool we used when we discussed progress and our plans. I stretched my neck, trying to ease the tension that had crept up ever since Xander confronted us.

      “What’s your plan?” Mac asked.

      “I don’t have one. I don’t even know where to start.” I should find Kylie and make sure she was okay, but after that? I was at a loss.

      “I think you need to talk to her brothers first and get them on your side.”

      I laughed and shook my head when nothing about this was funny. “There’s no chance of that happening. If they ever talk to me in a civil manner again, it would be a miracle.”

      “So, you’re telling me her brothers wouldn’t be okay with your relationship if you loved each other and were serious about a future together?”

      “I have no idea. They’ve always been unreasonable.” They’d been crazy about Kylie. To the point where it affected her relationship with them, and I knew it would be worse for me. I wasn’t family.

      “You have to deal with this head-on,” Sam said, ever the reasonable one.

      “Do you love her?” Mac asked.

      I nodded. “I never told her.”

      “Then that’s what you lead with. You love their sister, and you plan to take care of her forever. You’re building this house with her in mind, and you’d follow her if she got a job elsewhere. Is that about it?” Mac asked.

      “I would do all those things, but what if it doesn’t matter? What if it’s not enough?” I couldn’t help voicing the questions that were racing through my head.

      “What does any of this matter if she doesn’t want me?” That was the core problem, the mountain I couldn’t plan for or get around.

      “You have to sit down and have a conversation. That’s what being in a relationship is all about—communication and compromise,” Mac said.

      Sitting in the space that would one day be my kitchen, I remembered all the times we’d done something similar. When Mac had messed things up with Natalie. When Sam found out his girlfriend at the time, Felicia, was pregnant, and later when she said she was moving to Maryland to pursue a job. This was us. We talked in the houses we worked on. But I hadn’t had the same level of communication with the person I professed to be in love with.

      “I never told her I loved her. How fucked up is that?” I just couldn’t see a way out of this.

      “We’re all afraid of putting ourselves out there and not getting anything in return.” Mac had been hurt so many times in past relationships that he almost fucked things up with Natalie too.

      “I need to talk to her brothers, but what if I don’t survive that conversation?”

      Sam shrugged. “Eh. Worst-case scenario, you have a black eye and a bruised lip.”

      “There’s a hundred percent chance that’s happening,” I said, not feeling great about the prospect.

      Sam grabbed a water from a cooler he’d brought. “I don’t know. Oliver is levelheaded.”

      “The others aren’t, and when they’re together…” I was just glad Killian wasn’t around. According to news reports, he used his fists before words.

      “Be honest with them. You want nothing but the best for Kylie, and if she doesn’t want you, that’s not on you. That’s on her,” Mac said.

      “I have been wanting to talk to them about how they treat her. They have no business in her love life.” But then Kylie had said as much, and it was like Xander hadn’t even heard her.

      “I wouldn’t lead with that,” Mac said.

      “I’m sick of them hanging over our heads. I’m sick of them treating Kylie like she can’t take charge of her life.” I wanted to protect her, but I also wanted her to have the freedom to make her own choices and mistakes.

      “They’ve always acted like they have to stop her from falling or making a mistake,” Mac said carefully.

      “That’s it exactly. They don’t see how she feels stifled. How she ran to Europe to experience freedom for the first time.”

      “Maybe you can make them see the light,” Sam said.

      “I highly doubt that, but if I come out of it unscathed, I’ll call it a victory.” I thought about the way her brothers treated her over the years, and the more I thought about it, the angrier I got. “They don’t get to tell her what to do. They don’t get to dictate our lives. I’m going to tell them I love their sister, and they need to get over it.”

      Mac pressed his lips into a straight line. “You might need some backup with that attitude. You sure you don’t want us to come with you?”

      “I never wanted to lose their friendship, but I need to stand up for Kylie and for our relationship.” I stood up, energized now that I had a plan for how to deal with the Wilde brothers.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Sam said at the same time Mac touched my shoulder and said, “I’m proud of you.”

      I’d bought property this year, and I was building my dream house with Kylie. But she deserved to know everything I’d done was for her. I loved her, and I’d stand up to her brothers. I’d risk everything for her. She needed to know, but first, I had to show her.
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      I knew I’d find the Wilde brothers at the lodge. I figured they were waiting for me to come to them. When I arrived, Eli was at the front desk.

      He was usually visible in the lodge, but I doubted he waited at the front desk. I knew he was there for me.

      “Xander and Oliver around?” I asked, keeping my voice even.

      Eli nodded grimly. “Follow me.”

      I felt a little like I was being taken to my execution, but he only led me to a conference room. It was large and boasted views of the mountains. It wasn’t just the view that was breathtaking. It was the situation.

      “I’ll get them and be right back.”

      The door closed with a click, and I remained standing because it was a power position.

      When the door opened again, I was still revved for the conversation I needed to have with them. I held my love for Kylie close to my chest. Kylie was the one who mattered. I was fighting for her and for us.

      Eli walked in first. Oliver and Xander followed. Their expressions were stony.

      “You wanted to talk to us?” Eli prompted when I didn’t immediately address them.

      They weren’t going to make this easy on me. “I love your sister.”

      Xander shook his head as if to rid it of my words. “You barely know Kylie.”

      My jaw tightened. “That’s not true. We were close as kids—”

      “How close?” Eli asked, his arms crossed over his chest.

      My heart was racing in my chest as if it knew how important this moment was. “We used to talk when we’d find ourselves in the same hiding spot. I carried her down from the mountain when she broke her arm. She confided in me over the years, and I listened.”

      Xander’s brow furrowed. “Why would Kylie confide in you and not us?”

      “No one listened to her. She felt like an outsider in her family. There were four boys and then her. You didn’t want her around, and she felt like her parents didn’t know what to do with a girl.”

      The guys fell silent, and I wasn’t sure if I’d gone too far by telling them what Kylie had confided in me.

      “We didn’t know she felt like that.” Oliver’s gaze moved from Eli to Xander as if seeking their confirmation.

      Eli nodded. “We didn’t want her to get hurt. You know how crazy we were back then.”

      “Did you ever think about how it affected her? She never felt like she fit in or that she was even wanted by her family. Then, one by one, you took over positions in the family business. She loved working at the lodge, but there wasn’t a spot for her.”

      “She never said—” Oliver broke off.

      “She went to college and got away from the family dynamics. She wasn’t the youngest anymore, the one who needed to be protected or coddled. She was her own person. Then she studied abroad and fell in love with the freedom.”

      “We thought she didn’t want anything to do with the lodge,” Xander said, as if comparing everything he’d known to be true with what I’d said.

      “Did you ask her? I realize she never said anything, but from her perspective, no one offered her a position when she majored in hotel management and hospitality.”

      Oliver rubbed the back of his neck. “She worked for a five-star hotel in Paris. It was nothing like what we ran here. But I can see how she might have felt left out, slighted even. I feel awful that she didn’t feel like she fit in with us.”

      It was partly her parents’ fault, too, for being so involved in the business that raising Kylie was more of an afterthought. “She was lonely.”

      “I hate that she felt like that,” Xander said.

      “You stopped any relationship before it could happen.” I wasn’t that upset about her brothers keeping her from assholes.

      “That doesn’t excuse what you did. I asked you to protect her from guys like us.”

      “Not exactly. You asked me to protect her, and I did. I’d do anything for her.” If I still had the chance.

      Oliver raised a brow. “You really do love her.”

      I nodded. “I realize that this might ruin our friendship going forward, but she’s the one who matters. She needs someone who will put her first, and that’s me—if she’ll still have me.” I’d let her walk away. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. I’d spend every day making her feel wanted and loved.

      Xander met his brothers’ gazes, and they must have come to some understanding without saying it out loud because he faced me and said, “If you’re what she wants, then we’ll back off.”

      Eli stepped forward. “But if you hurt her—”

      “I already did that by not telling her that Xander asked me to watch out for her. I need to talk to her, to tell her how much she means to me because I haven’t.” I’d told her brothers I loved her before I told her. I hoped she’d forgive me for that and every other mistake I’d made in our relationship. I’d be a lucky man if she’d give me another chance.

      “We never wanted Kylie to end up with one of our friends. We didn’t think any of the guys we hung out with were good enough. But that’s when we were kids—” Eli broke off and looked to his brothers for support.

      “If you make her happy, then you’re good for her,” Xander finally admitted, and Oliver nodded.

      “That means a lot.” I didn’t need their approval, but I wanted it, and I knew Kylie did too.

      I made a move for the door, needing to get to Kylie. I’d already waited too long to seek her out.

      Xander stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “I’m not saying we don’t have our eye on you.”

      “I’d expect nothing less.”

      With one last measured look, I turned and walked away, confident I’d done all I could to mend things with Kylie’s brothers. Now I needed to make sure she was okay. There was a good possibility she wouldn’t forgive me for what Xander had asked me to do, and I failed to tell her.

      I’d broken her trust. I needed to show her, from this point forward, we were a team. Her brothers didn’t get a say in our relationship. Not anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Kylie’s rental car wasn’t in the driveway of her cabin. I knocked on the door, hoping she was there, but knowing in my heart she wasn’t. Would she have left and not told me?

      I sat on the porch and ran a hand through my hair. Where could she be? Where did I start? I knew I needed to send her a message or even call her, but what if she didn’t answer? What if I was too late? What if I’d hurt her in a way we’d never recover from?

      The satisfaction I’d gotten from speaking to her brothers this afternoon dissipated like water on a hot day.

      The rumble of a truck over the stone lane lifted my hopes. I didn’t recognize the vehicle until the doors opened and Kylie’s parents got out.

      I stood as they approached, aware that these people could be my future in-laws. If I was lucky.

      Her mother’s face was full of sympathy. “She had a flight to catch.”

      “She left,” I said, the words stunningly final.

      “She got a last-minute call for an interview. The hotel had a management position that needed to be filled immediately. They wanted her to check out the hotel and see if it would be a good fit. They want her to start right away,” her father said, his hands in his pockets.

      “In Paris?” I asked.

      “California.”

      “Why California?” But I knew the answer. I was just like her family. I hadn’t told her what she meant to me. I hadn’t told her I loved her.

      “She said she needed to explore every opportunity. She wants to make sure she’s making the right decision,” her mother said.

      “Honestly?” her father asked, continuing without waiting for my response. “She wasn’t sure this was the right place for her.”

      “I didn’t tell her.” I ran a hand through my already-messy hair. “I didn’t tell her what she meant to me. That I love her. That I want to build a life together.”

      Her father’s forehead wrinkled. “She mentioned that you two had a fling of sorts, but not that it was serious.”

      Her mother shook her head. “I had a feeling she was running from something that happened between you two.” And then she faced her husband. “She wanted that job with us. I knew it. There was something keeping her from taking it.”

      “It was me. I never told her how I felt.” My voice broke off, and I felt broken. Like the houses I renovated. Except this time, it couldn’t be fixed. I’d waited too long.

      I dropped back onto the porch steps and put my head in my hands.

      “What are you doing?” her father asked me.

      “I don’t know.” My life was empty without Kylie. Why was I building a huge house that would never be filled with Kylie’s laughter, with her love? It would be empty, just like my heart and soul without her.

      “You said you never told her how you felt,” Clara said.

      “Right.” That was my mistake.

      Hugh frowned. “Don’t you think you should rectify that?”

      “When did you say she’d be home?” I asked.

      “We didn’t, but does it matter?” Hugh asked, and I got the impression he felt like he was talking to someone with low intelligence. He was either talking slowly or my brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders. Everything had slowed down, and it felt like I was trying to walk through soft sand. I kept moving, but I wasn’t getting anywhere.

      I was too late. I should have been honest with her. Then none of this would have happened. Kylie would still be here. We’d eat dinner and then make love. Like we had for weeks. We’d be planning my new house and talking about moving in together. I’d have bought a ring and kept it in my drawer, anticipating the best time to ask her. Because it wasn’t just the proposal; it was the anticipation of our life together that would have kept me going.

      I really fucked up. “I didn’t treat your daughter with the respect she deserved. I should have told her everything when I had the chance.”

      “You’re giving up.” Disappointment rang heavily in Hugh’s tone.

      “If Kylie doesn’t want me, what am I supposed to do?” I asked Hugh, the man I’d respected for most of my life.

      “You fight for her,” Clara said, exasperation filling her voice.

      “Trust me, this is the first of many mishaps you’re going to need to smooth over. You might as well practice,” Hugh added helpfully.

      I blinked, a little taken aback by the full-court Wilde press I was receiving. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Mr. Wilde shook his head. “You need to tell her how you feel. Grovel. Apologize. Whatever works.”

      “I need to go to California.” I stood; my mind was reeling with everything I needed to do. Figure out where she was and who she was interviewing with. Get a flight as soon as possible and tell Kylie everything before she accepted this position. Would I fight hard enough for her? Would I do all the things her family hadn’t? Tell her exactly how I feel and ask her to stay?

      I reached for my cell phone I’d set aside earlier. “Where is she? Where was the interview?”

      “Now we’re talking,” Hugh said with a smile as Clara showed me the itinerary on her phone that Kylie sent her.

      The Wildes left after a few more words of encouragement. My impression was that they wanted Kylie to stay in Telluride, and I was their ticket. I just hoped they liked me too.

      I bought a ticket for the next available flight, which ended up being early Sunday morning. I packed a few things, texted my family, and shut off my phone. I didn’t want to hear what my brothers or parents had to say.

      I knew what I needed to do, and I had several hours to figure out how to say it in a way that would bring Kylie home.

      The draw wasn’t that Telluride was her hometown or that her family lived here. I was Kylie’s home, and we needed to be together. If she got this job, then I’d go with her. If she wanted to move to Paris, I’d follow. But I was secretly hoping she’d fallen in love with not only me, but with Telluride and my family. And I hoped she saw the potential to mend fences with hers.

      It was almost too much to hope for, especially since she’d taken this job interview and flown across the country for it. It would have been easier if it had been a virtual interview, but then my apology wouldn’t have the same meaning.

      I needed to show her that she was the most important person in my life and that I’d follow her anywhere. If only she’d forgive me for that thing with her brother. I hadn’t broken a promise to Xander or to her.

      I would take care of her for the rest of her life. I’d never leave her side, and we’d figure everything else out together. If only I could make her see the same future I did.

      I had hours to agonize over the possible outcomes. In the end, the only thing that mattered was that she forgave me and took me back. That she wanted the same things I did. The hows and whys didn’t matter as much as the intentions.

      By the time I landed in LA, I was exhausted, both physically and emotionally. Kylie said she loved me, but that had been in front of her brother and during an argument. Had she meant it? And if so, why hadn’t she told me?

      Was she afraid I didn’t feel the same way? I knew what hotel Kylie was staying at, and her interview should have been done by now, so I went there first. Her parents had asked for the room number under the guise of sending flowers, so I had it.

      I’d packed light, with only a duffle bag, so I immediately took the elevator to her floor, hoping she was there.

      The room itself was quiet when I knocked softly, and it only took a minute for the door to open.

      Kylie’s hair was rumpled, and her cheeks were flush as if she’d been napping. “Tyler? What are you doing here?”

      “I had to see you,” I said as I brushed past her, and she closed the door behind me.

      Everything I’d planned fell from my mind. There was only one thing that mattered. I dropped my duffle bag on the unmade bed and crossed the room to her. I cupped her cheeks and asked, “Did you mean it?”

      I searched her face for any hesitation.

      “Mean what?”

      “That you loved me?” Every muscle in my body was tense. I only needed the word, and I’d unleash the pent-up emotion.

      She nodded. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” And then my mouth came down on hers, and she opened for me. I wasn’t naïve enough to think that this declaration erased everything that came before, but it was a start. I eased back slightly. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I had this plan. I wanted to talk to your brothers first and then you.”

      Kylie tipped her head to the side. “Did you talk to my brothers?”

      “I talked to my brothers, then yours.”

      Kylie ran a hand through her hair. “So they know?”

      I chuckled. “Everyone knows. I even talked to your parents when they found me at your cabin.”

      “They are the ones who told you where I was.”

      “I hope it’s okay that I came here. I had this whole plan of what I was going to say, but when I’m with you, I forget everything.” My body was pushing me to kiss her, to claim her, to show her she was mine. But I knew she needed the words.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about that conversation with Xander, but honestly? It didn’t mean a lot to me when I already intended to take care of you forever.”

      “You weren’t with me out of some obligation to ease Xander’s anxiety?” Kylie asked, her lips trembling.

      “My relationship with you never had anything to do with your brothers. We have a connection, despite your brothers.”

      Her lips twitched, but it was too early to declare victory.

      “I love you, and I’ll follow you wherever you go. If this job is the one you want, I’ll move to California with you.” I’d hate the city, but I’d do it. “If you want to go back to Paris, I’ll be by your side.” Even if I missed my family.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Home isn’t a place or where your extended family lives; it’s where you are.” I pressed my hand to her chest, feeling the comforting beat of her heart. “You’re my home.”

      Her whole body sagged and swayed so that she was leaning her weight into me. “I like that.”

      “I like you.”

      Her eyes widened. “Do you mean it? Would you really move across the country or even to another one for me?”

      “You’re my home. I can’t survive without you.” I’d barely made it through the last day without her. Ever since she walked away from me on the sidewalk, I saw my future crumbling. She was my reason for building that house. I’d listened to every one of her suggestions for tweaking the plans to make it hers.

      She smiled. “The job was great, but—”

      I held my breath as I waited for her to reveal our future.

      “It wasn’t for me. My home is with you.”

      “Baby, that’s wherever you are. Remember? It’s not a place. It’s you.” I emphasized the last two words. I needed her to hear me.

      “My home is in Telluride. Where your family is, where mine lives, and where you are.”

      I was overcome with emotion. My muscles were suddenly weak from the stress of the day. I turned us so that I was sitting on the bed, and she was standing between my spread legs. “What are you saying, baby? I’m going to need you to spell it out for me.”

      Her hand cupped my jaw. “I love you, and I want to be with you in Telluride. I want to take the event coordinator position at my family’s lodge. I just need to find a new place to live.”

      I turned my cheek into her hand. “Move in with me.”

      “But the house isn’t finished—”

      I gripped her hips. “When the house is done, will you please move in with me? I built it for you, us, for our future together.”

      She nodded. “I’d love to.”

      “We’ll figure everything else out together.” It was all just details. What mattered was that Kylie was mine, and she loved me.
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      After my interview, we’d stayed in California for a few days, soaking up the sun and each other. I couldn’t believe that Tyler had followed me, that he was willing to leave his hometown, his family, and everyone he loved so that he could be with me.

      The job was perfect for me, but LA wasn’t Telluride. I’d fallen in love with the mountains when I was a little girl, and I was ready to call it my home again. I adored Tyler’s family, I loved him, and Telluride was part of my soul that I’d denied for too long.

      The issues with my family had been brought to light by Tyler, and my brothers were working hard to change my perception of them. I knew we had a long way to go, but it was a start. I loved my new job. I felt settled in a way I never had before. Because this was where I belonged, working alongside my family.

      At the end of the day, I went home to Tyler, and we couldn’t wait to move into the new house. The one we’d planned together.

      I worked over the summer on marketing the new options for weddings, fundraisers, and other events at the lodge. I even convinced my dad to allow me to offer art classes for the kids, campfires, and movie nights for the guests.

      The lodge wasn’t just about skiing, snowboarding, or hiking. It was an experience, one the whole family would enjoy. I made that my motto, and every decision flowed from that goal.

      When I got off work, Xander walked me to my car. “Are you happy here, sis?”

      I smiled. “I am. I feel like I’ve been fighting this inevitability my whole life. And now I’m home.”

      “We’re happy to have you here. I’m sorry we didn’t see it earlier.”

      “I didn’t tell you either. It’s not your fault.” We were working toward healing our relationships. We’d had many versions of this conversation over the past few months, ever since I returned from California. I think my brothers enjoyed having me back and would do anything for me to stay. It was a good feeling. Especially after growing up feeling like an outsider.

      “Tyler’s it for you,” Xander said, like it wasn’t a question.

      My phone buzzed with a message from Tyler. He’d said to meet him at the new house. I wondered what he wanted to show me next. Maybe the outdoor patio that Sam had put in. Over the past few weeks, Tyler had said he needed to put the finishing details on the house, but it looked done to me, and I wanted to move in. I was tired of living in a rental, a place that wasn’t really ours.

      I looked up at Xander’s knowing gaze. “He is.”

      Xander hugged me. “Then I’m happy for you.”

      I wanted my brothers to have what I did, but none of them were interested in settling down. They were too busy with the lodge and resort. I couldn’t blame them. I wasn’t ready until I ran into Tyler again, and then I couldn’t deny the connection we’d always had.

      Every time I thought of our childhood talks, a warmth spread through my chest. What we had was special, and I wanted to nurture and preserve it.

      “Tyler wants to meet me at the house.”

      Xander’s responding smile was easy. “You’d better go then.”

      It was the best feeling knowing that my brothers were good with me dating their friend. There were still awkward moments and times when my brothers tried to throw their weight around, but Tyler always said I was his, and what we did was our business, and that was the end of it. Their opinions didn’t affect our choices anymore.

      I hugged Xander and got into my new SUV. I’d recently bought it because I was planning to stay in Telluride. I couldn’t wait to move in. I hoped that’s what Tyler invited me here to say. I pulled into Tyler’s—no, our—driveway, and my heart fluttered when I saw Tyler waiting for me on the porch. It was large and wrapped around the house to the backyard. There was a swing on one end, but we needed to buy furniture for both the inside and the outside.

      We’d make this home our own, and I couldn’t wait to get started.

      “What did you want to show me?” I asked after he’d leaned down to kiss me.

      He interlaced his fingers with mine and led the way around the wraparound porch to the back. Here, the porch was large with an overhang for days for when it was raining or snowing. We wanted to enjoy the outdoors as much as we could. The steps led to the patio and outdoor kitchen Sam built for us.

      “It looks gorgeous. Is the house done now?” I’d been waiting for this day for months. “Can we move in?”

      “We can. The furniture that we picked arrived today for the master bedroom and the living room.”

      I pulled away. “Let’s go see it.”

      But he stood in place, not moving.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t want you to go into the house as my girlfriend.”

      “What are you saying?” My heart rate picked up. I’d moved here because I loved the area and our families, but I’d stayed for him. I didn’t think I could live in Telluride without Tyler. It would be too painful.

      “I don’t want you to be my girlfriend.”

      I moved closer to him, almost disbelieving what he was telling me. His expression was serious, his eyes devoid of any emotion. Was he breaking up with me?

      He dropped to one knee, his hand still holding mine. “When you cross that threshold, I want you to be my fiancée.”

      I covered my mouth, my heart fluttering in my chest again. I was almost afraid to ask, but I needed to clarify what was happening. “What are you asking me, Tyler?”

      A slow smile spread over his face. “Kylie Wilde, will you marry me?”

      I was nodding yes before he finished his sentence. “Yes.”

      I tugged him up until he stood in front of me. “You scared me.”

      He chuckled. “I didn’t mean to. I was afraid you’d say no.”

      “I could never say no to you. I was thinking on the way over here about how excited I was to start our lives together.”

      “And now we will.” He slid the emerald-cut diamond onto my ring finger. “I just have one more question for you.”

      “What else could there be?” I asked, my heart beating so hard I thought my body would take flight any minute.

      “I want to get married here in this backyard.”

      I looked at the backdrop. The trees. The mountains. Soon, it would be winter and bitterly cold. We’d have a view of the snowcapped peaks to look forward to, but for my wedding, I imagined wildflowers and sunshine. “This spring.”

      He smiled before he kissed me. I wrapped my arms around his neck, drawing him close. “I love you.” I wasn’t sure which one of us said it or if it was both of us simultaneously, but I’d never felt anything so strong as the connection with him.

      Our journey might have been long and riddled with obstacles, but we were always meant to end up in this place. In our new home with our families surrounding us and so much love.

      I hope you loved Kylie and Tyler’s story. Keep reading for the bonus epilogue. Get the complete 6 book Mountain Haven Series 50% off. Use Coupon Code:MH50OFF at checkout on Lea’s shop.
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      We spent the last few months furnishing our new home. Kylie would leave a room empty until she found something she liked. She wasn’t in a hurry to fill it and seemed to enjoy the thrill of the hunt for the perfect items.

      I didn’t mind because we’d furnished the family room and master bedroom before we moved in. We ate at the large gourmet counter until we hired someone to build a farmhouse table for the morning room, the eating area off the kitchen that was filled with windows and facing the mountains.

      Kylie had settled into her job at the lodge. She planned various weddings and fundraising events. She was becoming known for efficiency and competency, so she’d even been hired to hold events at other locations. But that was her own business, separate from the lodge. I thought it was good for her to have something for herself.

      She was finally part of the family business, but it was important for her to have something of her own too.

      After the first dugout was built, the newspaper article about our efforts to raise money for athletes in the community was printed, generating more interest, and donations poured in from various businesses and individuals. Every few months, we sponsored different schools and fields in their quest to get dugouts. The teams worked with us to raise money and build them. It was a good system and worked well with our current work schedules.

      We’d gotten engaged and scheduled a spring wedding in our backyard. We’d bring in tents and a dance floor for the reception. It was coming together nicely, but the bulk of the planning had fallen on Kylie’s shoulders.

      Between her new job, the fundraising projects she planned for other organizations, Dugouts for Kids, and Kylie’s Kids, she was busy. The donation boxes for Kylie’s Kids were so well received, they talked about it in schools and libraries, so she didn’t need to do much to advertise them. I wanted to take her away from all of it and have some downtime. But I knew she’d never agree, so I talked to her dad and brothers and planned a vacation.

      I knew Kylie would have fun as soon as she was away from her obligations and responsibilities and could relax.

      I pulled the already-packed suitcases out of the closet and then gently woke Kylie.

      “Why are you awake so early?” Kylie asked, her eyes not opening.

      “We have somewhere to be.”

      She frowned. “No, we don’t.”

      “I scheduled a trip.”

      Her eyes popped open at that. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’ve been so busy with everything, I thought we could use a break.”

      Her brows raised. “That’s what the honeymoon is for.”

      “No one said you can’t take a vacation before the wedding.”

      Kylie stretched her arms over her head. “I don’t think anyone does that.”

      “It’s a new trend we’re starting,” I said to her.

      Her gaze drifted from me to the suitcases waiting by the door. “You weren’t kidding.”

      “The location is a surprise. But Natalie and Alice packed for you, so you have everything you’ll need.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re not going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “Nope. That’s what I meant by it’s a surprise. But we need to leave now if we’re going to make our flight.”

      “Do I have time for a shower?” Kylie scrambled out of bed as if sensing my urgency.

      “Not if we’re going to make it.” I’d waited to wake her, not wanting to have too much time for her to grill me about the location.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, but she threw on leggings and a T-shirt before rushing into the bathroom to get ready.

      I took the bags to her SUV, confident she was on board with my plan. What woman didn’t love a man sweeping her off her feet in the form of a surprise vacation?

      With the vehicle packed, I went back inside where Kylie was rushing around, grabbing her purse, double-checking the contents, and then asking me how I was so confident she had everything she needed. “You just need your passport, and I already put it in your purse,” I said as she fished it out.

      “Are we going to Paris?” she asked hopefully.

      “I can’t say.” She’d know soon enough. There would be no hiding it at the airport, but I wanted to prolong the suspense for as long as possible.

      Kylie kept up a steady stream of questions on the way to the airport, but I didn’t cave. I didn’t answer whether it would be cold or warm, skiing or snorkeling.

      At the airport, I kept up the charade until we checked in. Kylie squealed when the lady said our destination was the Cayman Islands.

      In the air, she asked what our plans were when we landed, but I wouldn’t give her any details. I’d scheduled a couple’s massage, booked a private dinner for two on the beach at sunset, and chartered a boat to snorkel with the stingrays. Other than that, I planned on staying in our rented house, spending time at the beach and in bed.

      Our lives would be busy between our families, our jobs, and our fundraising projects, and I wanted to start a family of our own eventually. We only had these stolen moments for the two of us, and I planned to cherish each one.

      I’d rented a house on a beach. When we arrived, our beach was a bit rocky, but there were these tiny pools of water before the ocean began. It was the perfect place to look at the fish and hunt for crabs.

      We spent time lounging in the pool, relaxing on the beach, eating, and drinking. The morning we charted the boat, I reveled in the ability to afford a vacation like this. I’d saved over the years. Other than buying the property and building my house, I had a lot in the bank. I couldn’t think of a better way to spend it than on traveling with Kylie.

      I wanted to show her the world. She loved Europe, and I couldn’t forget that she had a bit of a wandering soul. I wanted to satisfy that part of her while grounding her with our families.

      We were the only guests on the boat, and the captain regaled us with stories of other passengers and the things he’d seen. When we arrived at a good spot for viewing the stingrays, he dropped the anchor and gave us a few instructions, but otherwise, we were on our own.

      We slipped into the water and immediately saw the black bodies of stingrays floating nearby.

      “They won’t sting us, will they?” Kylie asked.

      “They have barbs on their tails, but they only use them when they feel threatened or if you were to step on them or swim directly over them. It’s rare for a sting to occur,” I assured her.

      The captain told us these stingrays were more domesticated than wild. They were used to tourists touching them and feeding them, so it was unlikely we’d have any trouble.

      “They’re beautiful,” Kylie said as one swam by. She reached out to touch it, marveling at the silky skin.

      The water was a crystal blue, and it was amazing to be surrounded by the stingrays, but nothing was more beautiful than Kylie. I couldn’t wait to make her my wife, to start my life with her.

      I pulled her close, her legs wrapping around me. It felt like we were alone in the ocean. The world around us was vast, but I had everything I needed in my arms.

      “I love you, Kylie Wilde.”

      She smiled as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “And I love you.”

      “I can’t wait to make you my wife.”

      “Want to get married here? We could have a private ceremony and then a public one with our families.”

      Excitement shot through me. “I love that idea.”

      I tightened my arms around her and kissed her. It didn’t matter where we got married, but something about eloping felt right.

      We could start our lives together now, in this exotic place. Kylie was everything I ever wanted, and I knew we’d have a beautiful life together.

      I hope you loved Tyler and Kylie’s story! Runaway Love is next. I ran from my wedding, desperate to find a place to hide. Emmett, the grumpy owner of the Christmas tree farm offered me a much-needed respite from the chaos, inviting me into his cabin to hide out until all the wedding guests left. But I never thought that we would get stuck together for days in the one-bed cabin during a major snowstorm, completely cut off from the outside world. Will I finally get my Christmas wish and get everything I’ve ever wanted? Or will this go down as one of the worst holiday seasons on record?

      Read Runaway Love!
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      Frankie 

       

      Eyes followed me as I pushed through the crowded hotel bar. I could almost feel them, like slick tongues licking across my skin. A delicate golden chain hung around my neck, dipping into the plunging neckline of my blouse. I clung to it like a safety net, as if it could ward off the very attention I needed. The kind of attention I hated most.

      Sliding onto the cool leather barstool, I pressed my back against the smooth wood of the bar. My skirt inched up my thighs as I crossed my legs, but I didn’t bother pulling it down as I cast my gaze toward the stage on the other side of the room.

      “What’ll it be, darlin’?” The voice hit me down low and I shifted on my stool, my skirt inching higher as my gut clenched. I pulled my gaze away from the stage, throwing a glance at the man behind the bar.

      “Vodka martini,” I told him, looking away just as quick. I wasn’t here for chit chat, from the bartender or anyone else. I was here for a drink, for an escape, one last hurrah. It was my last night of freedom before Marco Leonetti finally got his hooks in me for good.

      Up on the stage, the drummer’s tattooed chest glistened with sweat like a glass of iced tea on a hot summer’s day. I had half a mind to go up there and lick every last drop until he whimpered like a puppy, then make him mine for the night. 

      “You got an ID?” the bartender asked, this deep rumble from his chest that rivaled the pounding of the bass drum under the bright lights of the stage.

      My sigh was concealed by a cheer from the crowd. I turned, eyebrow raised, and got my first good look at the man. He was half-hidden under the dim lights above the bar, his hands already working on making my drink. A crude little grin lined his lips as he watched me drag my eyes down his form. His tight black t-shirt and well-worn pair of dark jeans showed off every curve of his muscled body. The black tattoo on the back of his neck curled into the soft, fleshy spot under his jaw before disappearing under the collar of his shirt.

      A hum tickled my throat as I slid my ID out of my purse, my eyes zeroing in on the piercing brown of his. He spared a quick glance at my license before handing it back to me. But he held firm to the little piece of plastic, his fingers grazing mine before he finally let go. His lips twitched as he slid my drink in front of me, then he leaned his elbows on the dark wood of the bar. 

      “Anything else, Francesca?” 

      I flinched as if I’d been hit. No one ever called me by my given name, not even my grandmother.

      “Frankie,” I corrected him before I could think better of it, before I could snap my jaw shut to keep the words from tumbling across my lips. 

      He grinned again and dipped his head before running a hand over the scruff on his face. “Mitch,” he told me. “Anything you need, you just ask, yeah?”

      Taking a sip of my drink, I ran my eyes down the length of his body once more, from his unruly brown hair to his muscular thighs tucked inside his jeans. “Thanks.” I would have liked to tell him what he could really help me with, my reason for coming here tonight. But if there’s one thing Marco taught me, it was knowing when to hold back and when to fire. Mitch was the kind of guy that was better to hold than to burn. 

      The crowd ebbed and flowed like ocean waves as the rest of the band took the stage and began to play. In the booths along the wall, men dressed in suits sat with women wearing dresses nice enough for Sunday brunch, the whole lot of them ignoring the band. Bad boys and wannabes bore their muscles and tattoos to the girls in miniskirts and fuck-me heels clamoring closer to the stage. There were others, too, dressed down in t-shirts and jeans, their winter coats abandoned in their seats.

      The chill gusting in the lobby doors didn’t reach the bar. The warmth emanating off the crowd made my sleeveless blouse and thigh-length skirt the perfect choice for a night like tonight. It was another thing Marco drilled into me: Dress for the job you want, not the job you’ve got. 

      This wasn't a job. 

      No, it was an escape. 

      But I didn’t want it with just anyone. 

      The pasty-looking perv standing at the bar, openly drooling over me, was a no. He looked desperate, clingy, and that wasn’t what I needed. There was a suit at a table nearby. He’d moved tables three times since I’d arrived, closing in while he secretly tried to fuck me with his eyes. As if I’d be more inclined to go for him if he tried to take it slow. But I wanted a night, not a lover. That man would never do.

      “You have an admirer.” Mitch slid another martini my way as I turned toward the bar.

      Draining my glass, I held my empty out to him. “Oh, yeah? Who?”

      His face scrunched up before he straightened it out. He cast his eyes to the far end of the bar. A tall drink of water stood there looking back at me, lit up like a display under one of the pendulum lights overhead. His dark eyes were needy, and his blue-striped dress shirt begged to be torn from his body. I could picture myself pulling my hands through his thick black locks as I rode him into tomorrow. 

      “You can do better,” Mitch told me quietly as he took my empty glass from my hand. “Guy’s been trying hard all week. But the pale band of skin around his finger keeps scaring the ladies away.” 

      “As it should.” A married man was a sure bet for a one-night stand, but I wasn’t a homewrecker. The man would have to get his kicks elsewhere. “Send it back,” I said as I pushed the drink back across the bar.  

      “I warned him you’d say that.” Mitch smiled wide and pushed the drink back to me. “On the house, darlin’, drink up. I’ll go  let him down easy.” 

      “Not too easy,” I warned. If there’s one thing I despised, it was a fuckin’ cheat. 

      Returning my gaze to the crowd, I sipped my new drink as I continued my search. My eyes landed on yet another man whose gaze was pasted to my body, and something tingled inside of me, deep in my stomach, as I watched him watching me. I slid the toothpick of olives out of the glass and sucked one into my mouth. He stood, gifting me the most spectacular view. He was better to look at than Mitch. Taller, thinner, but just as buff. Those tingles crept up my spine, showering my arms with goosebumps and spreading warmth between my legs.

      This one.

      This one would do just fine.

      Turning to face the blond, I uncrossed my legs, then crossed them again on the opposite side. His deep blue eyes heated as he watched me, and he slid into the space next to me at the bar. I threw back the last of my martini, then smoothed a hand down his shirt, finding a hard chest and rock-solid abs.

      “You here to buy me a drink, handsome?” It came out all husky, and the man leaned in, a delicious smile pulling at his lips.

      “Is that all you want from me, doll?” His voice rumbled in his chest, and that warmth between my legs spread like wildfire to the rest of my body.

      Suddenly, what I wanted for the night took a hard-right turn.  

      “Mitch,” I called without taking my eyes off the blond in front of me. 

      He was there in an instant, voice warm and smooth. “What do ya need, darlin’?” 

      “What do you know of this one here?” I asked, trailing my finger back up the blond’s stomach and chest. 

      “Never seen him before.” 

      Perfect. 

      “The man wants to buy me a drink.” I pushed my empty glass across the bar as I cast my eyes in Mitch’s direction.  He quirked his brow, giving me a smile as he pulled my glass toward him. 

      “And you?” Mitch asked my new friend.  

      “Another of these,” the man said, holding up his nearly empty beer bottle before bringing it to his lips. With his eyes still glued to mine, he flicked his tongue out of his mouth and traced the rim of the bottle before taking one last swig. 

      Fuck, I needed another drink.

      Mitch slid a new glass toward me, and I downed it in two large gulps. As Mitch set the fresh beer bottle on the bar, I grabbed the tight blue t-shirt that hugged my new friend’s chest and pulled him toward me. He moved like he meant to take me right there, but I stopped him with an inch between our mouths. 

      “I wanna dance,” I told him. 

      He looked down at me, his eyes on my lips. I smoothed my tongue over my bottom lip and watched his blue eyes turn dark with lust. A smile tipped my lips. I would never tire of having this effect on a man. 

      He was putty in my hands. 

      He slid the back of his fingers down my cheek, a caress so gentle it should have thrown up red flags. “Mind if I drink this first?” he asked as his hand went lower, down the chain around my neck and to the dip between my breasts. I ignored every warning blaring inside of me. Pushed my chest into his fingers and watched the breath flutter out of him as he ground out, “I have a feeling I’m going to need it.” 

      “By all means.” I righted myself and turned back to the bar. As if he didn’t affect me. As if I could just walk away. But it was all a play. Something dear old Marco taught me years ago.  

      “Don't appear too eager,” Marco told me. “Even if they’ve got the one thing you need and you can't get it anywhere else, you let them think you could walk away without it, no harm done. They’ll be more than happy to adjust their terms.” 

      But it seemed someone taught my new friend the same thing. He pulled back from me and slid onto the barstool beside me, running a hand through the dirty-blond mess on his head as he took a long pull from his drink. I watched him in the mirror behind the bar, images of my fingers sliding through his locks floating through my head. When he saw me looking, he gave me that delicious smile again. The quiver in my stomach threw me and I flagged down Mitch once more. 

      “A shot of Patron.” I tried for indifference, but I was sure it didn’t come out that way. 

      “I’ll have one, too,” my new friend said, his eyes not moving from the mirror behind Mitch. 

      Turning to him, I raised an eyebrow. “You gonna drink all night, or you gonna take me to the dance floor?” 

      “I’ll take you wherever you want to go, doll,” he said as he turned his face to me. He grabbed his shot glass off the bar as Mitch slid it toward him, and in one fluid movement, the drink disappeared into his mouth. He raised his brow at me as if daring me to do the same. 

      I downed my shot, then grabbed his beer and took a long pull. “Come on, hot stuff,” I told him, grabbing the collar of his shirt as I slid to the floor. We were so close I could feel the heat radiating off his body, and I swayed as the alcohol went to my head. Pressing up on my toes, I whispered in his ear, “You take me here, now, and maybe I’ll let you take me somewhere else later.” 

      He pulled back slowly, minutely, even as one hand slid around my hip to the curve of my back. He took his bottle from my hand, licking his lips before taking a swig, then followed me out onto the dance floor.

      The music was good, making it easier to ignore the nagging in the back of my head. This wasn’t what I came here for tonight. It was the last thing I needed. I’d wanted a quick distraction, something to take my mind off the coming week, my new life working for Marco. I was looking for a drink or two, a guy who didn’t come around often, one I could spend a couple hours with and send packing without the worry of running into him again.  

      Dancing with this gorgeous man was not in my plans. But I was enjoying it. The feel of his hands gripping my hips, sliding low across my ass. The pull of my back into his hard, strong body. The feel of him under my fingers as I smoothed my hands over his muscular thighs. Even the laughter he pulled from my chest as he made quirky little jokes in the relative silence between songs.

      If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine he was the best friend I’d never had. The one I dreamt about all my life, the one who wasn’t so easily scared away. Each time I laughed, something in my chest ached, and it took everything inside me to push that feeling away.

      I may not have planned for this, but I was enjoying it too much, and I couldn’t force myself to stop.

      We danced until the band took a break. Until the slow, sensual beat of the music switched to a fast-paced thumping that raced like my pumping heart. I pulled my body away from his, only to have him grab my hips and pull me back to him. 

      “What do I call you, doll?” he asked, his lips grazing the skin at the base of my jaw. 

      “Call me whatever you want.” 

      He edged back, and I could see the confusion coloring his deep blue eyes. “I’m Luk—.” 

      Before he could finish, I covered his lips with my fingers. “No names.” 

      “No names?” His words were muffled through my fingers, his top lip catching on one of my fingertips. It caused a crooked smile that looked so comical I almost laughed.

      Almost.

      I needed to regain my focus.

      “That’s not what I’m here for, baby,” I forced out instead. 

      His eyebrows rose as he wrapped his long fingers around my wrist, pulling my hand away from his mouth. “And what are you here for?” 

      I rose up on the tips of my toes, my mouth nearly skimming against his. The heat of his breath brushed across my face and the need in his eyes grew as my hand ran down his chest to the waistband of his jeans. “I'm here to have fun,” I said against his lips. 

      There was no need to say more. Luke’s lips crushed mine as he pulled me tighter against his body. His tongue slipped between my open lips and mine greeted him with unrelenting greed, starting a dance as sensual as what our bodies were doing on the dance floor. The world around me faded into the background as I lost myself in the moment. 

      But only for a moment. 

      The song ended and another steady beat picked up. The tempo reminded me of where we were and what I came here for.  

      “Let’s go to your room,” I said against his ear as he trailed hot kisses down my neck. 

      He stilled, pulling his face away. “I’m not staying here,” he told me, and my stomach dropped to the floor. “I live across town. I just came for the band.” His head tilted, those dark eyes of his trailing across my face. He smoothed his hands down my back, cupping my ass and pulling me close as a devilish smile tugged at his lips. “But I can stay for the fun.” 

      That nagging feeling was back. Another of Marco’s teachings flitted through my head: Be careful about mixing business with pleasure, or you may find your pleasure becoming the job you don't want to wake up for on Monday morning. 

      Pushing the warning aside, I gave into the need that’d been pooling inside of me since I first laid eyes on the man. I yanked Luke’s head down to mine, pressing my lips to his, stealing his taste as our tongues met. He nipped at my lips, soothed the pain with his tongue. My body against his felt like it was on fire. 

      I couldn’t wait any longer. I couldn’t take another second of his body grinding against mine. I grabbed the waistband of his jeans, pulling my mouth away from his.

      “Let’s go to my room.”

      The smile he gave me set flames to my skin. The hands he rubbed down my hips did nothing to put them out. “I thought you’d never ask.” 

      With his hand in mine, I dragged Luke back to the bar to throw a hundred toward Mitch. The man grinned at me as he watched Luke behind me, hands on my hips, lips against my neck.  

      “Close out our tabs, will ya?” I said, fighting to calm the flame dancing across my back.

      “Of course, darlin’.” Mitch winked at me. “Enjoy your night.” 

      That was definitely my plan. 

      I waved my fingers in his direction as I pulled Luke along behind me. By the time we made it through the hotel lobby to the elevator, my body was singing with need. I couldn’t keep my hands off the gorgeous man, and I didn’t want him to take his off me.  

      Alone in the stainless-steel elevator, Luke pushed me up against the wall. He lifted me up, pressing the hard bulge between his legs against my hot core. His lips and hands were on me, and I gripped his shoulders, trying to hold on, trying not to fall as the man consumed my every thought.

      His hands skimmed up my thigh, slipping under the fabric of my skirt.  He groaned, a low grumble in his chest that I felt across every inch of my body, then stilled as he gripped my bare ass. “Holy fuck.” Luke pulled away, those dark eyes wide, his bruised lips parted as he stared down at me. “You’re not wearing underwear."

      I chuckled, sweeping my hair from my face. “Surprise,” I said, a whisper exhaled on a breath. 

      “Surprise, indeed.” He smiled down at me as if I’d given him a gift. “Can I…?” His eyes darted down my body, then jumped straight back to my face. The crooked, hopeful smile tugging across his lips poked at that achy spot in my chest.

      With a small laugh, I told him, “That’s up to you, baby. It’s either now or when we get to my room.”

      With an earnest nod, he blinked and licked his lips. “Right. Of course.” He leaned into me, lips finding mine as he gave me a blistering kiss. Then he groaned again, his fingers finding my bare pussy, and I moaned, parting my legs as he thrust them inside.

      “Jesus, doll, you’re so wet. So ready.” 

      “Ready for you, baby,” I said against his lips, savoring the dip and curl of those fingers as he plunged them into my core. 

      He removed his fingers from me when the elevator dinged a moment later, slowly lowering me to the floor. As we stepped out of the doors, I silently cursed myself for insisting on the room farthest from the elevator. I grabbed Luke’s hand and pulled him along as I strode down the dimly lit hall. Twice he pulled me back to him, pushing me up against the cream-colored walls, as impatient to feel me as I was to feel him. 

      Within seconds of walking through my hotel room door, Luke had me against the wall, lifting me up as I wrapped my legs around his waist. He pulled a condom from his pocket, ripped open the wrapper with his teeth, then locked his lips to mine. The wait was painful, my muscles burned as my body begged to be filled. Then he was there, the blunt head of his dick pressing against me, and that fire consumed me as he lowered me down.

      This. 

      I wanted this. 

      To be held by this man. To be filled to the brim. My arms wrapped around his neck, my thighs squeezing his hips tight as I took him in. He was everywhere. Inside me. Around me. His scent in my nose, his taste in my mouth, the hard pounding of his cock as he thrust into me. 

      He was everywhere and I loved it. The power I felt as I took what I wanted. The desire I felt as he moaned against my neck. His mouth was on me. My hands were in his hair, pulling as I writhed, taking him as deep as he could go.

      Everything tightened and I was seconds away from finding the release I’d been desperate for the entire night. But before I did, before I could get what I wanted, Luke pulled his lips away from me and took me in through hooded eyes.

      “Not yet, doll,” he said, a low growl in his throat. “Let me do this the right way.” 

      “What—” His lips pressed to mine, cutting me off. Without another word, Luke tightened his grip around my waist and turned from the wall, carrying me over to the king-sized bed. He laid me down atop the crisp white sheets, then stood back as he ripped off his t-shirt. 

      My mouth watered at the sight. His muscled chest. Those hard, tight abs. The deep V that went down into his pants. Then those were gone, too, his jeans tossed aside with his shirt. And he was crawling across the bed, eyes darkened with need.

      I wanted him back inside of me, but he was immune to the thoughts that dangled on the tip of my tongue. His hands caressed my legs as he slid my skirt down and off, then he planted hot kisses along the length of each leg as his thumb strummed against my heat.

      “Please,” I begged. I was teetering on the edge, so close to the release I’d been chasing all night. It was torture, sweet torture, his mouth on my skin. His teeth nipped at my clit, and I bucked against his face, only for the man to do it again and again. 

      Every inch of my body tightened, then exploded, and Luke kept at it, his tongue and fingers dragging out my pleasure until I couldn’t move anymore. Then he was climbing over me, sliding my shirt over my head and unclasping my bra. Tonguing my nipple as he nestled his hips between my legs.

      He entered me slowly, filling me until I could feel it in every inch of my being. He rocked against me almost lazily, and I pawed at his back, trying to get him closer, wanting to curl up inside that feeling and never let it go.

      “Please,” I said again, and a chuckle grumbled through his throat.

      “Mmm, such a greedy girl,” he told me, placing a kiss on my lips. “I love to hear you beg.”

      I gasped as his hand slid between us, strumming at my swollen clit. I moaned as he wrapped his hand around my thigh, lifting me up. His pace grew faster, the angle he was fucking me made everything inside of me beg for more. “Yes, please, yes!” 

      My vision blacked out as I shattered around him. He pounded into me harder, taking from me everything I had. I barely noticed him stiffen. Clung to him as he slowed. Sucked hard at his lower lip as his body slouched over mine.

      I had never felt so sated. I had never felt such a loss as when Luke pulled himself out of me and collapsed on the bed at my side. 

      “That was amazing, doll.” Luke rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling, breathing hard. 

      Groaning, I pushed myself up onto my elbows and stared down at his magnificent form. Those ridges on his stomach called to me, begging me to touch his sweat-coated skin. From the tattoo of a growling tiger on his shoulder to the trail of hair below his navel. A shiver flowed through me and I couldn’t stop myself from moving closer, my fingers sliding down to those long, sculpted legs.

      He watched as I removed the used condom from his body. He twitched as I ran my hands down his thighs. That delicious smile he shared with me down at the hotel bar widened, then fell, his breathing erratic as I lowered my mouth to his growing length. 

      “Fuck, doll, what are you doing to me?” Luke’s growl came out more like a whimper, and it sounded like a cry as he hit the back of my throat. I swallowed against him and the man arched his back, gagging me as I sucked on his dick. Then he grabbed for me, pulling me to him before I came close to having my fill. “Jesus, fuck. I want to be inside you again.”

      “Are you going to beg?” I asked him, my fingers sliding between us and wrapping around his dick. 

      He chuckled, thumbing my nipple, before he asked, “Do I have to?”

      “You don’t have to.” I released him from my grip, rolling off him, onto my back. But he followed just as quickly, his big body caging me in.

      “Please,” he whispered before tasting my lips. “Please, let me fuck you, doll. Let me make you feel good.”

      I hummed against his lips, then pressed my hands to his chest, pushing him off me. His gorgeous face fell as I slid to the head of the bed. But when I reached into the drawer of the bedside table and he saw the condom in my hand, he shuddered out a huge breath and wrapped his hands around my legs.

      “I want you, doll.” He pulled me down the bed and I let out a squeal as he grabbed for the condom. I snatched it away, smiling as I crawled backward across the bed. 

      “Come get it,” I taunted, and his long arms reached for me as I jumped to the floor, missing me by an inch.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, those deep blue eyes going dark. “So fucking beautiful,” he said as he chased me, stalking across the room. I squealed again as he grabbed me, wrapping his arms around my waist before carrying me back to the bed. I moaned as he lowered me to the mattress and smoothed his hand across my ass. And it was me begging again, begging to be filled, as he slid on the condom and lined himself up.

      He fucked me until I collapsed to the bed. He climbed on top of me and made me come. Then he rolled us over, gripping my hips as I rode him until our worlds shattered once again. I dropped to his chest, unable to do anything more than pant my thanks for the most amazing ride of my life. My limbs and insides were jelly, my lips burned from his touch, and his heaving chest under my cheek helped lull me into a restful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Pretending to be asleep, I peeked at Luke as he slipped out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom. Morning sunlight seeped through the half-open blinds, and I eyed the pile of used condoms sitting in the bottom of the trash can. I knew I should roll over and keep pretending. He could sneak out without a word, bypassing all the awkwardness that came after a one-night stand. But I didn’t. I climbed out of bed, pulling on a white camisole and a lacy thong. And I couldn’t help but think I wasn’t ready for this to end. 

      Not yet.

      Luke opened the bathroom door and found me standing there, head against the jamb. His jeans were on, but the button and fly were wide open, the bulge tucked inside barely covered by his red boxer briefs. When I dragged my eyes up his body, I found him smirking at me.  

      “I see you do own underwear.” It was all a taunt, and it warmed something inside of me. His heated gaze trailed after my fingers as I ran them down my chest to the edge of my thong. I teased him back, slipping the tip of my finger beneath the lacy fabric, and he let out a quiet breath. “But only just.” 

      “You like?” I turned around, looking at him over my shoulder to watch as his hungry eyes took in my bare ass. 

      “Mmm.” Luke stepped toward me and slid his hands over my backside before moving them around to the front. He pulled me tight against him and I smoothed my hand over the bulge in his pants. He nipped my neck and shoulder and glided his long fingers along my inner thighs. I gasped as his fingers entered me, then plunged deep inside.  

      “God, doll, you’re so wet already,” he said, a growl against my neck. “Did you prime yourself while I was gone?” 

      I gave a quiet chuckle. “Why? Are you jealous?” 

      “That’s something I want to watch.” Without warning, Luke wrapped his arms tight around my waist and lifted me. With two long strides, we were at the bed. He stepped away to grab a condom from the drawer, but when he turned around, I wasn’t waiting where he left me. 

      Instead, my legs were spread, my thong was gone, and my fingers slid into the wetness he left behind. I threw my head back, chuckling at the pained noise that came from his throat. The man tore off his pants and joined me on the bed, palming his dick.

      “That’s mine,” I told him, even as my fingers slid deeper into my slit.

      “Then come get it, doll,” he told me, giving his dick a slow pump with his fist.

      My eyebrow lifted. “Bossy.”

      “Just trying to keep up with you.”

      He laughed as I tackled him to the bed, and we were a jumble of arms and legs, tickling, kissing, petting, as if we didn’t fuck each other senseless all night long. He woke me after I’d fallen asleep, giving me more of what I didn’t realize I craved. And I loved it, every minute he was between my legs.

      But it wasn’t just the sex that was amazing. He was funny, his humor making me laugh more in one night than I had in the previous year. He was more than I ever expected when I saw him downstairs.

      Luke collapsed on top of me, his body weighing me down as we tried to catch our breath. His low growl rumbled in my ear, “God, you make me so hungry.” 

      “Hmm, I'm famished, too.” I elbowed him off me, nearly crying at the loss as he pulled his dick from between my legs and dropped to the bed beside me. I rolled over, resting my chin on my hands against his chest. “What are you hungry for?”

      I was awarded with his delicious smile, and it had flames dancing across my skin. “You, doll,” he told me. “And maybe a pizza. And burgers. And probably a whole chocolate cake.”

      Biting my lip, I gave him a nod and hopped off the bed, grabbing the room service menu before coming back to his side. We shared a pizza, which we worked off throughout the rest of the morning, then ordered burgers in the afternoon, which we ate while taking a break. By the time we hopped in the shower and scrubbed each other clean, the only thing I wanted was to curl up and fall asleep.

      Luke smiled over at me as he pulled on his shoes. “Are you ever going to tell me your name?” he asked. “Maybe give me your number?” 

      His questions surprised me, but not as much as his tone. His confidence was lacking where it hadn’t been since we met, and there was no humor there. It was like he was begging me, and not for sex.

      I never wanted this. Luke was supposed to be a fun time, a couple hours that turned into an entire day. A day of the best sex I've ever had. And I’d laughed harder than I had in years. He was an amazing man I was glad I met. 

      Giving him a sweet smile, I grabbed a pen and paper off the desk. After I was done writing, I tore the page off, folded it in half, and tucked it into the front pocket of his jeans. I pressed my lips hard against his and surrendered to the slow, sensual dance our tongues had perfected. 

      Oh, if I could bottle this up, I'd be in heaven.  

      “Thanks for a great time,” I told him. 

      “Likewise, doll. You’re amazing.”  

      I walked Luke to the door, and with one last kiss, I let him go. My bed was calling me. I was exhausted as I'd never been before, and tomorrow would bring my new life, my new job, working for Marco.
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      Corey 

       

      Fingering the paper she’d shoved in my front pocket, I muttered her name like a curse. “Ashley.” The woman had an insatiable appetite, one that matched my own like no one I’d ever met. With long, golden blonde hair and hazel eyes, she was nothing short of an angel. 

      An angel with the most amazing curves, a gorgeous, tight ass, and tits that fit perfectly in the palms of my hands. 

      I’d barely made it through my apartment door before collapsing onto my bed last night. When my phone buzzed this morning, I was still wearing my clothes from two days ago. The TV was on. An open, but full, bottle of beer sat on the bedside table. I remembered none of it, nothing of my drive home. 

      Nothing, except the ride up in the elevator to my floor.

      The way I grew hard thinking of the surprise I’d found in the elevator at the Savory Hotel. The girl bare under that skirt, her pussy weeping, soaking my fingers as I slipped inside.

      Jesus. 

      I pulled a hand down my face as if I could wipe the memory away. Setting the paper next to the beer bottle, I pushed off the bed, stripping off my clothes as I walked to the bathroom. I smelled like her—Ashley. Smelled like her coconut body wash. Like her sex. I had to get her off me, off my body and out of my mind.

      Images of her gorgeous body flashed before my eyes, carrying me through as I jerked my dick until I spilled myself all over the shower wall. I scrubbed myself clean, then turned the water as cold as I could handle, hoping the chill would wash thoughts of the girl away.

      But my muscles ached like I’d run a marathon while lifting weights, a reminder of my weekend slicing through me with every step I took. I pulled on clothes and packed my duffle with shorts and a shirt, then left home early to try to find an escape.

      My usual distraction waited for me at the elevator. My neighbor from down the hall, Madison Greene, stood there in skin-tight shorts and a thin black tank that showed off every inch of her flawless body. It was something I’d always appreciated, but in light of my weekend, she was the last thing I wanted to see. She hit the button on the wall, then turned to me with a smile.

      “Mornin’, Corey.” Her voice was low and breathy, the way she always talked when she was trying to get me into her bed. She grabbed a strand of her long, chocolate-brown hair and twirled it around her finger as she licked her bottom lip.  

      “Good morning.” 

      The girl fingered the collar of my shirt when I stopped beside her, then leaned in close as the elevator dinged. “No work today?”

      She stepped backwards when the silver doors slid open, tugging me along by my collar until she was backed up against the wall. I tried to smile, tried to keep the grimace from my face. Everything about her was wrong today, right down to her floral perfume. “I’m headed there now.”

      “In this?” One of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose before her gaze dripped down my body like honeycomb. My hands twitched as her fingers follow suit, sliding along the buttons of my shirt. My body tensed.

      “Team meeting this morning. Then we fly out for training camp tonight.”

      “Mmm. Can I see you before you go?” Her caramel eyes zeroed in on my mouth as I took a step back and thumbed my bottom lip. 

      When I first moved in, the girl hadn’t given me the time of day. Then one day, she saw me coming home from an away game, dressed in a suit with my baseball cap perched on my head. She’d invited me to her place, and ten minutes later, she had her tongue in my mouth and her legs wrapped around my waist.

      Madison was model-thin and looked like she should be walking the runway, not the dull, gray halls of our apartment building. But since that day, she’d made it clear she’d be more than happy to have me in her bed.

      “Please, Allstar?” Her bottom lip stuck out in a perfect little pout, her fingers inching toward the waistband of my pants.

      My chest pinched and I grabbed her wrist, pulling her hand away. Any other day, I’d be all over this in a second. Today, she was the last thing on my mind. “Not sure if I’ll have time,” I told her, trying to keep my mind on the present and not on the other night. I breathed in that floral scent, but it was coconut I wanted to smell.

      A smile burst across her face like I’d said yes. “What time will your meeting be done?”

      “One o’clock,” I lied, swallowing the sour taste her winning smile left in my mouth. The elevator dinged, the doors sweeping open, and I took a step back and released her wrist from my grip.

      “I’ll see you then.” She bit her lip, waving her fingers at me as I backed away from her and then strode to the door. “Later, baby!”

      I raced to my car, still trying to put Ashley out of my head. Though as I battled traffic on my way to the ballfield, a song came on the radio that played the other night at the bar. I could still feel Ashley’s fingertips on my lips, when she stopped me from telling her my name. I was sure she already knew it, sure she was there chasing some time with a star. But as the night turned into day and I got to know the small piece of her she’d shown me, I began to wonder if she knew me at all.

      It was a breath of fresh air, the anonymity of it all. The way I hadn’t felt since before I made it big. There were no questions about my lifestyle or my pocketbook, no attempts to make more out of it than it was. It was just sex. Lots and lots of sex, with the most amazing girl.

      I’d never wanted to get close to anyone before. Getting close meant opening yourself up to loss, and I’d had enough of that to last me a lifetime. But...

      My fingers traced the little piece of paper tucked away in my pocket. What I really wanted was to call Ashley. I wanted another long night with her. I wanted her the way I’d never wanted anyone else.

      My Corvette’s tires screeched as I turned a corner and stepped hard on the gas. I tried to enjoy my drive to the field, sitting inside my pride and joy. She was my dream car. The first thing I bought when I signed with the team. The one thing I loved more than just about anything else. I tried to enjoy being inside my baby, but my mind was back in that room at the Savory, and it was all I could do to keep my eyes on the road.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I grabbed for it, thinking it was her. It wasn’t until I saw “Blocked” on the screen that I remembered I hadn’t given her my number. I never did, not anymore. Not since the random phone calls started after I signed with my team. I’d stopped answering any call that wasn’t from someone I knew. I’d changed my number multiple times, but the calls kept coming.

      But for her, for Ashley... That was a chance I’d take.

      A traffic light ahead of me turned red, catching me off guard, and I slammed on my breaks. Shaking my head, I pulled a hand down my face. I needed to stop. I was like some love-drunk bitch. It’s just sex, I told myself. I've had it before and I'll have it again. 

      Except this nagging voice deep in the back of my head whispered to me, not like this. 

      After a quick stop at the locker room, where I shed my clothes in exchange for a t-shirt and shorts, I headed out to the batting cages. I let the rhythm overtake me, calming away my sexual tension. The crack of the wooden bat against the ball, the ball hitting the chain-link cage, they played out like my favorite style of music. It cleared my mind and allowed me to focus all my energy on the swing, the hit, the thrumming in my hands and arms as I pulled back and did it all over again. After an hour, my mind was in a better place. I grabbed a quick shower before the team meeting.  

      “What the hell is this thing supposed to be about, anyway?” Matt Cromwell, my teammate and closest friend in the city, asked as I finished buttoning my shirt. 

      “Damn if I know,” I told him. “I'm the new guy, remember? You think they tell me these types of things?” 

      “Don't you have an in? Some pretty young thing at the front desk?” he said with a shit-eating grin on his mahogany face. 

      It was all I could do to keep from rolling my eyes. He was talking about Tanya down at reception, a sweet girl who was a little wild in the sack. “We don’t have that kind of relationship,” I told him as we threw aside our towels and headed out of the locker room.

      “No?” Matt chuckled. “You’re sleeping with her, aren’t you?”

      “It’s only been a few times.”

      “It takes more than a few times before you can talk about this kinda stuff in bed?”

      “Matt.” I shook my head and tried to tame the chuckle that built in my chest. “No one talks about this kind of stuff in bed.”

      His laughter dropped with the corners of his lips. Before he could say another word, a voice behind us stopped him.

      “Hola, hermanos!” Ramon Rodriguez slapped a hand on both of our backs. “Dios mío, I'm in love!” 

      “Carmen again?” Matt asked with a grin. 

      Ramon gasped and clutched his hand to his heart, his mouth open wide and his brow furrowed.  

      “Keep up, brother,” I told Matt, hitting his chest with the back of my hand. “Carmen was last week. This week is Emily.” 

      Matt and I chuckled as Ramon scowled at us. This was the second girl in as many months that Ramon had professed his love for. As he regaled us with news of his new-found love, we made our way up the stairs. Matt was giving Ramon hell as we walked past the lobby, but he nudged my shoulder. His heavy brow rose twice, and he looked pointedly at the front desk.

      “Why don’t you go ask her what this thing is about?”

      Tanya sat there, face intent on whatever task she was working on. I sucked in a deep breath, gave him a nod, and I made a beeline for her as the guys headed in to grab seats. 

      “Hi, Corey.” Tanya leaned toward me over her tall desk. Her shirt was low cut and dipped open, giving everyone a view of the swells of her large breasts. Her creamy white skin was barely contained by the tight purple fabric. For the first time, I realized how hard she was trying.

      And how that wasn’t what I wanted anymore.

      “Tanya, how’s it going?” I flashed her a halfhearted smile as I leaned my elbows on the raised granite countertop. “I checked out that bar, Riverside, on Saturday night. The one you told me about. You're right, it is fantastic.” 

      “Oh, good! I'm glad you liked it. And I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it. My brother was in town and I couldn't get away from my family.”

      “Not a problem at all.” Truthfully, I was glad Tanya hadn’t made it, as my night with Ashley never would have happened. 

      Any sadness Tanya showed over her brother’s presence interrupting our time together was swiped away as she licked her lips. She leaned closer, her voice dropping low. “Maybe I can make it up to you. There’s another live show next month. Maybe if you’re back, you could take me to that?”

      My smile was fake as I forced out, “Might have to take you up on that.” 

      The girl smiled widely, the press of her breasts against the desk nearly causing them to spill out of her top. Any other day, I’d be lost in the sight, dreaming of taking a taste of those tits. But her creamy white skin and short brown hair wasn’t what I saw when I blinked. Instead, it was an angel with tanned skin laying on a bed of golden-blonde hair.

      Blinking away the image, I took a step back, then stopped, remembering what I’d come here for. “Don't suppose you know what this is all about?” I asked, gesturing to the crowd of players and staff making their way past us.  

      Tanya lifted a shoulder, fingering the wide neck of her shirt. “Something about introducing a new employee, I think. They didn't tell me much.” 

      I nodded and gave her a smile that felt more genuine than any other I’d given this morning. “Thanks, Tanya. I'll see you later.” 

      Matt and Ramon sat in the center of the meeting room and I slid into one of the blue plastic chairs at their side.

      “Any luck?” Matt asked, grinning at me as I sat. 

      “Don’t need luck, remember?” I told him, tapping his shoulder with my fist, falling into the bravado I wore like a second skin. “Not when they flock to me in droves.”

      “Corey, hermano, you need to find someone to love.”  

      “He’s already got the love of his life,” Matt said, batting his lashes like some lovesick puppy from a cartoon. Ramon looked hopeful as he awaited the love story he’d never get. “Her name is Cherry, and he drives her hard every night.” 

      Matt burst out in laughter and I rolled my eyes, chuckling at Ramon as he tried to piece together what Matt meant. 

      “Your Corvette?” Ramon asked. “Dios mío. One day you're going to find yourself sad and alone.” 

      “Not any day soon,” Matt joked as he held out his fist, and I reached out to pound my fist against his, despite the twinge in my gut.

      A noise at the back of the room snagged my attention, and I followed the murmur through the crowd to the side of the room. A handful of men in suits strode through the double doors, greeting the coaches standing by the chairs in the front row. Some woman in a gray blazer squeezed in behind them, the group concealing most of her body from my sight. Everything but her gorgeous ass, hugged by her slacks in a way that made me jealous of the gray fabric. Then a flash of golden hair, tied up in a tight bun. Then the royal blue blouse that gave a hint of her perfect breasts.

      My stomach dropped like a lead ball to the floor. “Fuck me,” I muttered under my breath. I pressed the heels of my palms to my eyes, then blinked hard and looked again.

      It was her. 

      Ashley.

      Back at the hotel, when her naked body was laid across her bed, she’d looked like an angel. But with her sexy body dressed in a suit, as she stood before the team and staff gathered in the room, she looked like the most powerful goddess in the world.

      I wanted to bow down at her feet and worship every inch of her.

      Coach introduced one of the suits at the front of the room, but I couldn’t spare him any attention. I listened without hearing as the suit bumbled on about some marketing campaign. My eyes were glued to the woman as my mind relived every moment of our time together. 

      It wasn’t until the suit gestured to Ashley that I pulled my eyes and attention away from her for a few moments to figure out what was going on. 

      “I’d like to introduce the one who is going to be spearheading this whole campaign. Everyone, please join me in welcoming our new Director of Public Relations, Frankie Sarcone.” 

      I glanced at the other two suits, expecting one of them to step forward, even though I knew they weren’t new. It was Ashley who stepped up to the podium amid murmurs and a small round of applause.

      “Thank you,” she said with the briefest of smiles. “As Dale mentioned, my name is Frankie Sarcone, and I’m excited to be able to lend my expertise to this organization. One of the first things our PR staff will be doing is updating the bios for the souvenir programs that we’ll sell on game days.”

      Her lips kept moving. Her angel’s voice sang. But I heard nothing as I got lost in my head. 

      This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be right. 

      She’d lied to me. Told me she was someone she wasn’t. Made me think there was something there when she had no intention of following through.

      With my hands steepled at my lips, my eyes were locked on her, silently begging her to look at me. It was a knife to the gut when she finally did, when her gaze landed on me as she glanced around the room. She stuttered for a second, then whipped her eyes away. Then she avoided my gaze, looking everywhere but at me.

       My ego screamed as my pride took a running jump off a cliff. More than once, I had to stop myself from standing up and making a scene. There had to be some mistake, I was sure of it. If I could just talk to her, I knew we could clear it all up.

      “Yo, Corey? You coming?”

      Matt stood at my side. Around the room, the crowd had thinned, filing out the double doors and into the hall. Ashley… no, Frankie, was still standing at the front of the room talking to some of the staff.  

      “You coming?” Matt asked again.

      “Coming where?”

      He frowned. “Lunch. At Louis’.”

      “Nah.” I stood up next to him, my eyes still on the girl at the front of the room. “I got plans.” 

      “Mmm hmm, okay, sure. Have fun with your plans,” he said, laughter in his voice. “Don’t be late or you’ll miss the plane.” 

      Matt and Ramon shuffled out along with the rest of the team while I lingered near the doors, hoping to catch Frankie’s attention. But the suits had the monopoly, and at last I took off alone. I wandered down the hall to the locker room, then back upstairs to the meeting room. Everyone was gone when I got there, so I ambled along through the administration halls. Finally, I found what I was looking for. 

      I stopped outside the door to one of the fancy offices along the hall of windows looking out onto the ballfield. On the wall was a silver nameplate with her name etched on it. And beyond the solid wood door, between me and a large window overlooking the parking lot and the city beyond, was the first woman to have ever bested me. 

      She was leaning over her desk, hands hovering over stacks of paper files, gorgeous ass sticking up in the air. I pressed a palm to the sudden thumping in my chest, then scooted through the door and closed it behind me. The quiet click grabbed her attention and she spun to face me. 

      “Nice to see you again, doll.” I smiled and stepped toward her. 

      She scowled at me, the exact opposite expression from what I expected. “Don't call me that here.” 

      “What should I call you then? Ashley?” Anger I hadn't felt until then raced through me. I yanked the paper she’d given me from my pocket and held it up. “I suppose the number you gave me isn't yours, either, huh?” 

      She cringed but rolled her eyes. “Like you’re anyone to talk, Luke.” 

      “Lucas. Corey Lucas,” I corrected her. “You stopped me before I could finish.” 

      “What are you, fucking James Bond?” 

      I smiled wide, my anger depleting. “Only if you’re my Pussy Galore.” It was the exact kind of thing that would have had us laughing back in her room. But instead of laughter, all I got was a pointed glare. 

      “Look,” she told me, facing her desk and shuffling through some papers there, “I made you no promises. There's a reason I didn't ask for your name. I never wanted anything but a night of fun.” She turned back to me, her eyes hard and her face a blank mask. 

      “We can still have some fun,” I offered. I stepped close, sliding one hand around to the small of her back and one behind her head. I pulled her close and pressed my lips tight against hers. There was no warmth, no passion, just a few brief seconds of contact.  

      Without warning, Frankie pulled back and slapped my face. I never expected a woman of her size to be able to pack such a punch. My face was on fire and stars flashed behind my eyelids. I held my hand to my cheek, letting the relative cool of my palm calm the burning in my skin. 

      When my vision cleared, I pulled my head back up to look at her. The blank mask of her face twitched once, right beneath her darkened eyes. As fast as she slapped me, she lunged at me. Her arms went around my neck, hands fisted in my hair, legs wrapped tight around my waist. And her lips, sweet lord her lips, were crushing down on mine. 

      It took me a second to react, and by then her tongue was in my mouth. I greeted her greedily and grasped her ass in my hands. She squeezed her thighs, lifting herself like she did in her hotel room as I’d fucked her against the wall, and I slid my hands up her back, untucking her shirt and touching her silky skin. I grabbed her nape and held her face to mine, keeping our lips locked, our tongues tangling together. 

      Frankie froze, the warmth draining out of her faster than water down a wide-open drain. She dropped her legs and slid out of my grasp. Pushing away from me, she turned to face her desk before spinning back to me. 

      “Get out of my office.” Her voice was ice in my veins, her face red like the rage emanating from her every pore. 

      “Frankie—” 

      “Out!” She pointed to the door, staring me down as I tried to understand, tried to wrap my head around the rapid shift in her attitude. 

      I adjusted my aching cock in my pants, then strode quickly to the door. With my hand on the handle, one foot in and one foot out, I stopped and glanced back at her.

      At Frankie.

      The angel. The goddess. 

      With the taste of her tongue on mine, I opened my mouth to speak. But there was nothing there, no words I could think to say to make her let me back in.
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      Frankie 

       

      “There’s my girl!” Macro strode into my office like he owned the place, his black suit pristine, his crisp white shirt open at the collar. He took me by the shoulders and kissed each of my cheeks before I could stop him. “How was your first day, tesoro?”

      “Marco!” I hissed, glancing at the door as I brushed him off me. “I told you, you can't do this.”

      He shook his head and chuckled. Not a single strand of his thick black hair came loose from where it was slicked back over his head. His olive complexion warmed at his cheeks as he shrugged his broad shoulders. The man looked every bit the part of a guilty Italian mobster I always imagined him to be when I was a child. 

      “I don't understand what the issue is, Frankie.” 

      “The issue is, I don't want people thinking I got here because of who I am.” 

      “But you did, tesoro.” 

      “No,” I reminded him. “I'm here because I'm damn good at what I do, and you need what I’ve got. And if you insist on behaving this way, I’ll walk.” 

      Marco balked at my half-hearted threat as if he believed I might follow through. Knowing what was good for me, I’d continue to let him think I would. 

      He held his hands up in front of him as if doing so would calm me down and keep me tucked under his wing. “Okay, okay, tesoro, you win. Now,” he said, giving me that devilish smile that so often netted him what he wanted, “you’re coming to dinner tonight, yes?” 

      I turned to my desk and started throwing papers in my tote. “No, I'm not. I have someone I need to see.” 

      What Marco didn’t know was that someone was Mitch, with his ability to make a mean vodka martini. And of course, being a bartender, he knew how to listen and when to shut up. But if Marco knew my plans, there’d be hell to pay, and I’d never see Mitch again.

      As it was, Marco narrowed his eyes, lifting his chin as if he’d sniffed out my deception. “Where are you going and who are you seeing?”

      Spinning on my heel, I threw him a scowl. “I’m doing my job, Marco, the one you hired me to do. I’ll be meeting with people all the time. You want me to run everything by you before I do? I’ve got to go to the bathroom, too. Do you want me to tell you every time I need to piss?”

      His face fell and the man stepped close, grasping my arms in his big hands. “You’re right,” he said, though I could still hear the suspicion in his voice. “I’ll let you do your job. But be safe,” he warned in a tone that told me I was pushing my luck. “I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      I shook him off, pulling away from his grip. He lingered near the door, then said goodbye and left. Smoothing a hand over my still messed-up hair, I sucked in a deep breath before letting it out.

      That was close. Too close.

      It wasn’t easy to hide things from my uncle, not with the kind of resources he had at his fingertips. He wasn’t only the owner of the baseball club I worked for. He also owned half a dozen legitimate businesses, as well as some illegal ones. Marco had ties to a crime syndicate out east, and while I didn’t know the depth of his shady business dealings, I knew he carried a gun nearly everywhere he went.

      I’d learned the hard way that some things were better not shared, especially when it involved Marco and my love life.

      The weekend throng was gone from Riverside when I got there, and it was still too early for the after-work crowd. I took my seat at the mostly empty bar and buried my head in my arms. 

       “Frankie, darlin’, you feelin’ okay?” 

      Pulling my head off the bar, I looked up at Mitch and groaned. “I am definitely not okay.” I eyed the martini glass he held up and nodded, watching as he made me a drink. 

      “You want to talk about it?” he asked as he set the drink in front of me and leaned his elbows on the bar. 

      I grabbed the glass and took a big gulp, then shook my head again. “I fucked up, Mitch.” 

      He raised an eyebrow at me and leaned in a little closer. “This about that guy you were with the other night? He bothering you?” 

      I downed the rest of my drink and pushed the glass across the bar top to Mitch. As he made me another, I enlightened him. 

      “I started a new job today.” 

      “Shit.” Mitch looked up from my glass. “He work there, too?” 

      “Of all the people. Seriously, I wanted to blow off some steam, have a little fun. And never see him again.” 

      “And now it’s impossible.” Mitch shook his head as he set my glass back in front of me.  

      I nodded, though he wasn’t quite right. In fact, it would be all too easy to never see Corey again. All it would have taken was another three minutes in my office with him. If Marco found out about us, Corey would have been out on his ass in an instant. As it was, it was only seconds after I got my shirt tucked in, hair smoothed back, and lip-gloss re-applied, that Marco had barged into my office. 

       “Forgive me if I’m stepping over my bounds here,” Mitch said, leaning closer again, “but you looked like you enjoyed yourself quite a bit. Was he so bad you don’t want to see him again?” 

      So much for knowing when to shut up. 

      Sighing, I stirred my martini with my olives. “No. He wasn't bad. Just the opposite, actually. It’s… complicated.” 

      “Office romance and all that?” 

      “Exactly.” If only that were it. But I didn’t want to get into it with Mitch. Few people in this town knew who I really was, and I wanted to keep it that way. 

      Mitch caught the wave of someone across the bar and shrugged his apologies before taking off. I watched him take care of his customers, wondering if I should have taken my chances with him instead of going for Corey. Would I have been able to even if I’d wanted to? Corey was a force of nature. He was Eros, god of sex, embodiment of sexual power. Never had I dreamed of being so satisfied. Never had I even considered giving my real number to someone before.  

      Never had I had to deal with the aftermath like I was now.  

      It was just my luck he played for the same ball club I was hired on with. It wasn’t just my life this could mess up. This is a whole other ballgame. 

      

      Corey 

       

      By the time I pulled into my parking spot in my apartment garage, I was fuming mad and frustrated beyond belief. Everything about that woman was wrong, and I couldn’t get enough. The kiss in her office was on my mind, the heat of her body pressed hard against mine. 

      The icy tone she took as she threw me out. 

      Up in my apartment, I paced the hardwood floors of my living room until I couldn’t take it anymore. I threw on a pair of sweats and grabbed my headphones before I was out the door. The only way to work off this kind of tension was to run. I headed off toward the river and the path that skirted the water and snaked through the city. But as I passed the Savory, my frustration hit me again and I pushed myself harder until I ended up near the ballfield. 

      Exhausted and famished, I stopped by a food truck near the stadium before I made my way back across town. I didn’t taste the Thai tacos as I shoved them down my throat, and I drank my water way too fast. The short break I gave myself to eat wasn’t enough, and I decided to catch a cab back to my place. By the time I got there, my sweat had cooled and my blood had chilled in my veins.  

      I hopped in the shower, then grabbed a bottle of beer and switched on the television, finding some mindless drivel that helped take my mind off everything. Shortly before I was planning to go, my doorbell rang. 

      Dragging myself across the room, I looked out the peephole but saw nothing there. The damn thing hadn’t been installed correctly, and though I rarely used it, it annoyed the hell out of me that it didn’t work when I needed it. I pulled open the door and found my neighbor standing in the hall.

      “Madison?” I dragged my eyes down her tight red dress. “What are you doing here?” 

      The dress strained against her breasts as she leaned forward, placing her hand on my chest.

      “I was coming to check on you,” she said with a pout on her lips. “It’s almost three.” The girl pressed up on her toes, wrapping her arms around my neck, her nipples poking into my chest as she tried to press her lips against mine.

      “Shit.” I yanked away, pulling her hands from my neck and holding her at arm's length. “I’m sorry,” I told her, then wiped a hand over my mouth. “I... uh. I had a horrible day at work and completely forgot.”

      “It’s okay.” Madison strained forward again, hand reaching for the collar of my shirt. “You’re here now. I’ll let you make it up to me.” 

      My stomach lurched. I grimaced and motioned to my suitcase at my feet. “I can’t, I’m sorry. I’m about to head out.” 

      Ignoring my words, she reached out and dragged a finger down my chest, grabbing the bottom of my tie. She pulled me close and pressed her body against mine. “I was really, really looking forward to seeing you.”

      “I'm sorry,” I told her, easing her back, thankful now I had that run. “I’m going to Arizona for the next month for Spring Training.” 

      “Arizona, huh?” Madison chewed on her bottom lip as she ran her finger back up my chest. “Maybe I’ll have to come down to see you.” 

      “To Arizona?” 

      “Mmm hmm.” She leaned forward, trying to kiss me. I turned my head and all she got was the corner of my lips. When she pulled back, she licked her thumb and wiped it on the corner of my mouth. “Lipstick.” She grinned. “If you’re free, we could go out.” 

      The last thing I wanted to do was go out with the girl. I’d much rather stay in, with my mind on the game and no one bothering me in my bed. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I need to focus while I’m down there.”

      She flashed a smile, and as if she hadn’t heard what I said, she told me, “I’m sure we can work something out.” With a wink, she spun and sashayed down the hall to her apartment before slipping quietly inside. 

      My stomach churned. I rolled my shoulders, trying to loosen my muscles, then turned around and shut the door. 
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        * * *

      

      “So, tell me one more time,” Matt started once again as he came to my side in the weight room. “You knew the girl was ready for you and you decided to take a run instead?” 

      “Do we really need to do this again?” I asked as I stepped away from him and grabbed a kettlebell off the rack.  

      “I’m trying to understand,” he said, deep laughter in his voice. “You said she was ready to go, and instead you went for a run? How do you do that?” 

      “You wouldn’t understand.” 

      “No, I really don’t understand. But I really want—” 

      “Matt,” I interrupted, dropping the kettlebell to my side. “Fuck off.” I tossed the weight back onto the rack and headed off across the room. 

      It’d been two days since I let it slip. Two days of his constant ribbing. I knew there was no way I could make him understand. Matt was still with his high school sweetheart, Ellen. He’d never done one-night stands or meaningless sex, and that’s all I’d ever wanted. He’d had her, and no one but her, every minute since they got together. He tried to live vicariously through me and Ramon, but there were some things he didn’t get. 

      There were some things I didn’t get. 

      Like, how could Frankie still be bothering me? Yes, she lied to me. So what? I’d done worse to others. Yes, the sex was fantastic. So what? It’s not like I hadn’t had mind-blowing sex before. And yes, she blew me off. But so what? 

      She blew me off, then ran me rigid as she shoved her tongue in my mouth in her office. Then she threw me out, the look on her face making it clear she didn’t want me anywhere near her. 

      Maybe that’s what it was. The flames that scorched my skin when our bodies connected were frozen solid by her icy resolve. The two things didn’t mesh. They didn’t make sense to me. It was unlike anything I’d ever met with before, and it was killing me that I couldn’t figure it out.

      I’d seen her around the last couple of days. She’d been stopping by practice, grabbing one of the team and hauling them off somewhere inside the building. Other times I saw her among a group of executives, or she had admins trailing after her like they were hanging on her every word. With her head held high and her gorgeous smile hidden from view, her presence was commanding. Like she could part the seas with a single step on the sand.

      But she wouldn’t give me the time of day. She avoided me like the plague, turning away and busying herself if I got too close. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. It was nothing like the woman I met in the bar. Nothing like the angel I spent hours inside, fucking her at all hours of the night. Whose body I memorized without meaning to. 

      “You in love, hermano.” Ramon’s voice startled me out of my thoughts. 

      “I'm sorry, what?” 

      “You in love.” His brown eyes studied mine for a moment before he leaned back on his machine and started another set. 

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

      “Don’t tell me I don’t know.” He leaned toward me again, looking me over like he was determining my worth. “I know love. And you…” He pointed his finger at me and raised his eyebrows. “You in it deep.” 

      “And you’re full of it.” I scowled and finished my set before moving off to another machine. I pushed myself to go faster, harder, while my muscles protested. 

      “So, who is she?” Ramon plopped down at the machine next to mine without even pretending to use it for its intended purpose. 

      “There is no one, Ramon. The only love I have is back home in my parking garage waiting for me to get back to her.” 

      He shook his head and tsked at me. “I know you too well, hermano. The Corey who showed up the past two days isn’t the same one who was here the past year. Someone’s changed you. Someone’s gotten to you. You can deny it all you want, but it’s written all over you in big, bold letters.” 

      “What is it with you?” I demanded, sitting up and glaring at my friend. “You and Matt. You’ve both been at me for days and I'm sick of it. Why don't you keep your damn opinions to yourselves?” 

      I didn’t care that the day wasn’t yet over. I couldn’t take those two spewing their unwanted insights into my life. I let the weights drop to the stack with a resounding clash and was across the room before Ramon or anyone else could respond. 

      A quick run through the shower was all I allowed before I dragged on my jeans and a clean shirt and headed out the door. I was sick of it, of Matt, of Ramon. 

      Of Frankie. 

      I didn’t need her. I wasn’t some lovesick puppy pining after a girl. I was Corey Lucas. I could get damn near any woman I wanted, and for any woman who didn’t want me, well… that was her loss. 

      Back at my hotel room, I threw my bag on the couch and grabbed a water from the minibar. I stood at the window, ignoring the buzzing of my phone while I watched the city's traffic, the people going about their lives. That’s what I needed, to go about my life. Forget about Frankie. I wasn’t going to let one night change me into something I didn’t want to be. I took a deep pull from my water, then one more. When the bottle was done, I threw it in the trash, grabbed my keycard off the table by the door, and left. 

      Only to come to a grinding halt a few feet from the elevator.

      “Hi, Corey.” Madison stood there wearing a tight black tank and yoga pants, and a smile that almost looked shy.

      This girl was a trust fund baby. Her daddy bought her the apartment down the hall from me back in Chicago, and she used her black card for all her needs. Like traveling to Arizona on a whim. She texted me the night after I got in, letting me know she’d be in town for a couple weeks. I’d done my best to avoid her, not bothering to text her back.

      “Madison.” I flicked my keycard against my hand, eyes darting to the closed doors of the elevator over her shoulder. “What are you doing here?”

      She twirled a long strand of her hair around her finger. “I just got done working out.” There was an innocence behind her words, but I was sure it wasn’t the full truth. She hadn’t said where she was staying here in Arizona, but it shouldn’t have surprised me that she’d found out which hotel we were in and booked herself a room.

      “What about you?” she asked, taking a step forward. “You going out?”

      “Yeah. Needed to escape for a bit.”

      “If you want some company, I’d be happy to join you.” Her body was close, but for once, she didn’t reach out to touch me, and I let out a breath I wasn’t aware I had been holding. “Just as friends?”

      There was hope in her voice, and it tugged at something in my chest. “That sounds good. I could use a friend right now.”

      She beamed like I’d made her day, and in that moment, she reminded me of my sister. “Can I get cleaned up first?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “My suite’s upstairs. Come with me?”

      “Sure.” We boarded the elevator and went up to the top floor. Before we got to the penthouse, the door flew open and a gorgeous redhead leaned out.

      “It’s him.”

      “Mmm hmm.” Madison smiled at Red, and the girl licked her lips, green eyes glowing like emeralds, and I cringed as she looked at me like she knew who I was. Her hair was like fire, trailing down her back in waves, and she curled a strand around her finger, just like Madison always did. She stepped aside, ushering the two of us inside. Madison disappeared into the master suite, and I took a seat on the couch in front of the massive windows to wait.

      Red grabbed a bottle of tequila off the bar, pouring the liquid into three shot glasses like a pro. “Have a drink while you wait,” she said as she set the shots on the table in front of me, pushing one my way.

      “I really shouldn’t,” I protested, trying to push it back. “I’ve got practice in the morning.”

      “Come on, baby,” Madison said, peeking her head back into the room. “Just one. To relax a little. You look so tense.” She came to the couch and sat beside me, her hand smoothed over my shoulder. Red placed the shot glass in my hand.

      The golden liquid tugged at my memories. The bottle of Patron on the table pushed me over the edge. “Just one,” I told them before throwing back the shot. Just one, to get Frankie off my mind.

      Madison dug her fingers into the muscles in my shoulders, relaxing away my tension. And Red sat in front of me, pounding me with question after question, asking about my life. Blood pulsed through my head like a sledgehammer slamming into cement. I was torn. I wanted to leave, to get up and walk away, but my body felt heavy and relaxed the way it hadn’t since Ashley turned into Frankie.

      A wave of lightheadedness struck, tying my tongue and making my limbs weak.

      Red handed me another shot and helped guide it to my mouth, and I couldn’t tell her no. Nothing worked anymore. All I wanted to do was sprawl out on the couch and watch the movie before me play out.

      The girls were gorgeous, fawning over me, and it was nothing short of a dream I’d had when I first made it big. More shots were given, and a sick feeling rolled through me as the dream changed. Where there had been a couch and a living room, there was now a king-sized bed. Where I’d been dressed before, I swore, somehow, I was naked.

      I was numb, my limbs not working as I wanted, my head ready to explode. I reached for the corner of the bed, trying to get up. But it was so much easier to lay down as something pressed against me, pushing me back onto the mattress. My skin heated as hands smoothed over every inch of me, tugging and pulling, pushing and pressing. Flashes of light speckled my vision, like a camera flashing, and I swore I saw an angel there.

      “Frankie.” Her name tumbled quietly from my lips, but in my head it was a wailing siren I couldn’t escape. Not until the lights stung my eyes, and I squeezed them closed, trying to make it go away.

      Trying to make her go away.

      For the first time since I’d caught her in her lie, Frankie was finally out of my mind. All my thoughts of her—the softness of her skin, the fullness of her lips, the taste of her on my tongue—disappeared as I dissolved into a haze.
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      Frankie  

       

      There was so much to do. So many projects that needed to be done. I set strict timelines of when it all needed to be completed, then plunged into my work with a fervor that was familiar to me. The work kept me occupied so I didn’t have time to think about other things. 

      Like my personal life.

      Between work and flying back and forth to Arizona, I didn’t see Corey much over the next four weeks. But I saw enough. He flirted with every skirt in a fifty-mile radius. His buddies, Cromwell and Rodriguez, and half the rest of the team, bowed down to him as he strutted around practice like he was the King of Baseball. He was always there, on the edge of my consciousness. 

      My only consolation, my one glimmer of sanity in my messed-up life, was Mitch. The man had proven himself as the ultimate bartender. Each night I was home, he kept my drinks coming. He always lent me his ear, and his previous inability to know when to shut up had mostly disappeared. The customers came and went, but Mitch was at my side whenever he wasn’t needed elsewhere. 

      “You ready, darlin’?”

      Mitch was in front of me when I turned from the bar. “Absolutely,” I said as I slid my hand into his.

      He pulled me along behind him out to the dance floor. When we got there, he pulled me against him and held me close as we swayed to the rhythm of the music. 

      We’d become close. I told him who I was, what I did for a living, what made me tick. Even who Marco was to me, and the problems that had always caused. He was a great listener, and I’d come to consider him my friend.

      The best I’d ever had.

      When he wasn't helping customers or listening to me talk about my sorry life, he told me about himself. His parents, five brothers, and two sisters. His stint in the Marines. What it was like to work as a bartender, and his desire to do something different with his life. 

      He was a breath of fresh air. There were no worries about a relationship, about how his presence would affect my job. About what Marco would do. We were friends. Just friends. He was the guy I could spill my concerns to without worrying about where we’d have sex. He took me out on the dance floor a couple times a night and we worked off some of our pent-up energy together. And because we were only friends, never once since that first night we met did I have the desire to lick every inch of the tattoo that curled around his neck and disappeared under his shirt. The one I knew covered his back and shoulders. The one he was so secretive about, only giving me a wicked smile whenever I asked how much of his body the black ink covered.

      “You talk to him yet?” Mitch asked, his face so close to my ear I imagined people watching us assumed he was kissing me. But he had never crossed that line. Had never been anything more than an attentive bartender and a caring friend. And he always gave me an out. If I didn't want to answer, I could draw away from his touch and he’d drop the subject, no harm done. 

      But I didn't want to drop it. Not tonight. As much as I wanted to forget, I felt inclined to talk. 

      “I’ve spoken to his friends,” I told him. 

      Mitch hummed deep in his throat, then pushed me away, spinning me around before pulling my back tight against his chest. With his hands clasped to my hips, he murmured in my ear once again. “Did you ask about him?” 

      “I didn't have to. They’re obsessed with the man.” 

      “Like someone else I know.” Mitch took a quick step back as I spun to face him. He stood with his hands raised in front of him, the smirk on his face making me want to slap him. “I know, I know, darlin’. Not obsessed.” 

      I narrowed my eyes at him for a moment before grabbing him by the collar and pulling him back to me. 

      “Not obsessed,” I parroted. 

      “Just longing for the best sex of your life.” He chuckled as I pressed my face into his chest. I was glad for the moment he gave me. Otherwise, he would have seen the flames igniting my cheeks. I silently scolded myself for ever saying anything to Mitch about the night I spent with Corey. 

      Before I could form a response to my friend, the song ended. Mitch held me close, smoothing his hands over my back, before pulling away so slowly it left me slightly dazed. His deep brown eyes were full of mirth as he saw me shiver against the cool chill in the air.

      Dancing with Mitch was better than sex with most of the men I'd been with. It was hard to tell if it was due to his skill, or their lack of it.

      Mitch took my hand and pressed a kiss to my knuckles before leading me back to my barstool. After refilling the drink of one of his other customers, he leaned on his elbows on the bar in front of me. 

      “So, what did his minions have to say about him?” He smiled, and the lights above the dance floor shimmered in his eyes. 

      I chuckled and took a sip of my beer. “Cromwell seems to think he’s God’s gift to women.” 

      “I'd say he feels the same way about himself.” 

      “Quite possibly,” I agreed. Although, I had to admit, I almost believed it was true. “And Rodriguez…” 

      When I didn't continue, Mitch chucked me under the chin with his finger. “Rodriguez?” 

      I shuddered, trying to get his words out of my head. “For such a small man, he sure has some big feelings.” 

      Mitch laughed but didn’t pry. After a moment, he took his leave to wait on a group of customers that came in.

      There were only a few guys on the team I hadn’t yet interviewed for their updated bios, and of course, Corey was one of them. I couldn’t bring myself to face him. It had been four weeks since we were together, and each day that passed made it harder for me to find the guts to talk to him.

      Cromwell let it slip that Corey woke up in the hall outside of his hotel room, fighting a hangover and smelling of floral perfume. At first, I was thrilled. I thought maybe he’d moved on, that we could forget what happened between us. But not even an hour later, I saw him flirting with one of the team’s assistants as if it was second nature to do so, and all my hopes came crashing down again. Seeing him smiling at her made sickness roll through my belly, and even though I hated it, I couldn’t tame my reaction.

      I wasn’t sure how I could face him again. It would have been easier if he’d moved on to someone else. If I could let all thoughts of him go. The pressure would be removed, and I desperately needed that.

      Otherwise, lives could be ruined.

      “Sweet mother of…” Mitch’s eyes widened as he muttered under his breath. I glanced up from my drink and looked around the room. The thing that had drawn his attention also caught the attention of nearly every other man in the bar.

      The woman standing at the door looked like a cross between a movie star and a lingerie model. Her short black dress hung off her breasts and hips in a way that looked classy yet left little to the imagination. With her purse clutched in her hand, she pulled her gaze across the room, and every man seemed to suck in a breath. Then, before a single one of them could make a move, her piercing blue eyes reached the bar and a smile spread across her gorgeous face.

      “There you are!” Flipping her light brown hair over her shoulder, she strode across the room in her five-inch stilettos. Her long, tanned legs and short skirt of her dress drew the attention of everyone in the room. 

      Something inside of me shriveled up and died as I watched the way her perfect, honey-blonde highlights shimmered in the overhead lights. The way her breasts teased at the thin fabric of her dress. The way her pouty lips just added to the beauty of her face. She stopped in front of me, grasping both my shoulders in her slender hands. 

      “Frankie, my dear, it’s been too long!” 

      Before I could say a word, she kissed me on both of my cheeks and pulled me in for a hug.

      “Viv, I'm so glad you're here.” I pulled back, looking up to her smiling face. “How was your flight?” 

      She slid onto a barstool next to me and grasped my hands. “Oh, you know. First class is no private jet, but it’s better than coach. I miss flying private. I ordered a Bloody Mary and I’m pretty sure it was just watered-down V8 with a splash of vodka on top.” 

      As she turned her head toward the small group of men in one of the booths across the room, Mitch came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. Vivian looked back just in time to see him press his face close to my ear, and one of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose.

      “You going to introduce me to your friend, darlin’?” 

      “Yes, please introduce us,” Vivian said as she leaned forward on the stool. 

      I swatted at Mitch’s arm, because if he was like other men in the room, there was no doubt his eyes were on her perfect breasts, and he probably needed a reminder that her eyes were up a little higher. I pulled him to my side. “Vivian, this is Mitch. Mitch, my cousin, Vivian.” 

      He reached forward and took Vivian's hand, then raised it to his lips for a gentle, lingering kiss. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mitch said in a low, sexy voice. 

      “Mmm, the pleasure is all mine.” 

      My cousin was used to men falling all over themselves to be close to her. Mitch, though clearly smitten, handled himself better than most I'd seen. Once he released Viv’s hand, he took a step back and put his arm around my shoulder. 

      “Can I get you two a drink?” Mitch asked, his eyes on me. “Maybe a good Bloody Mary?” 

      “That’d be lovely,” Vivian said. That gorgeous smile of hers was replaced with a frown as Mitch left my side and went behind the bar to make our drinks. When his back was turned, she scooted in close. “A bartender, Frankie?” 

      “Let it go, Viv,” I told her, narrowing my eyes at her. She pursed her lips as she straightened up. I knew that look too well. She’d be quiet for now, but it wouldn’t be long before she was hounding me for the details about my friend. 
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      “So, darlin’,” Vivian said, her slow drawl meant to imitate Mitch. “You going to tell me about your sexy boyfriend?” 

      Ignoring her insinuation and my sudden urge to act like a teenager and roll my eyes, I flipped a page in my magazine. My eyes skimmed over the same article I’d been pretending to read for the past twenty minutes, but the benefits of multiple orgasms weren’t the most pressing thing on my mind. “Mitch isn't my boyfriend,” I told her for the third time. 

      “Why the hell not?” Vivian asked. “Frankie, the man is gorgeous. And you clearly enjoyed yourself on the dance floor last night.”

      There was jealousy in her tone, and I couldn’t hide the smile tugging at my lips. “I enjoy myself every night on the dance floor.” 

      “With Mitch?” she asked as the salon tech lifted my foot off the edge of the sparkly pink tub and placed it back in the swirling stream of water. My cousin’s eyes were wide as she fanned her newly manicured fingers out across her chest. As the tech rinsed the exfoliating scrub from my foot and calf, Vivian tossed her magazine to the cushy black chair beside her. 

      “With Mitch,” I confirmed, turning another page. 

      I knew, despite my warning for her to drop the subject last night, that Vivian would grill me until she got the goods. Even our relaxing spa day couldn't postpone the conversation for long. I opted for the two-hour hot stone massage and a one-hour facial, hoping my absence from her would diminish her desire to pry. But now, stuck next to each other for our pedicures, there was no escaping it. 

      “And you know very well why he’s not my boyfriend.” 

      “You don't seriously think he’d do anything, do you?” Vivian asked. 

      Shrugging, I shook my head. “What’s changed? You know as well as I do Marco doesn't go back on his promises.” 

      Vivian frowned but fell silent.  

      Years ago, Marco promised his baby sister he’d look out for her daughter, no matter what. When my mother passed away, even though I chose to stay living with my grandmother, Marco was a constant in my life. He ensured I had everything I could ever need—clothing, cars, money, all the finest. When it came to my social life, however, he tended to take things too far.  

      Once my grandmother passed, I was forced to move in with my uncle and his family. While Vivian could do whatever she wanted, and date whomever she wanted, every friend of mine was heavily vetted to ensure no harm would come to me. What Marco failed to understand was the harm he caused by trying so hard to protect me. And no amount of pleading or explaining had gotten me out from under his thumb.  

      That’s why I didn’t do relationships. That’s why, outside of work and family, Mitch was the only friend I had. And I kept him a secret. It scared me, what Marco was capable of. Anyone who’d ever gotten close to me had been scared away, or worse. 

      It was just a matter of time before Mitch was gone, too. 

      “So, how’s Vinny?” I asked, trying to change the subject. 

      “Oh, you know, he’s recovering.” Vivian snickered and grabbed a new magazine off the table between us. “I'm sure he’s looking for his next great love.” 

      Though she was talking about her twin brother and his constant search for The One, I couldn't help the shudder that raced through me. Her words remind me of Ramon Rodriguez and what he told me in my office yesterday afternoon when I interviewed him. 

      The small Latino man had been telling me of his new love, whom he only recently met. He assured me it was true love, what he and Emily had, as if I’d questioned him on that fact. Once he realized I wasn't fighting him, he apologized. 

      “Forgive me, belleza,” Ramon said, his hands clasped in front of himself like he was praying. “I'm so used to having to defend myself. You see, Matt never had to search for true love. His Ellen found him when they were young. And Corey… Dios mío! Until recently, I didn't think the man would ever settle down.” 

      “Corey?” I asked, sitting forward in my chair. “As in, Corey Lucas?” 

      “Sí, the one and only. He’s the kind of man who had to taste a little of everything life had to offer. But now, the past four weeks… He won't admit it, but he’s in love. I can see it.” 

      Ramon noticed the look of confusion on my face and began laughing. 

      “Yes, I know. He’s in denial, the poor man. He’s been trying to prove to himself that it’s not true. But I know love, belleza. I have felt the truth of it in my heart. It is one of those things that, once you have known it, it changes who you are, right down to your soul. You can't stop thinking about her, and your existence comes to depend on the air in which she breathes. That is what I feel every second of the day about my Emily.” 

      Those words had me racing to Marco’s private jet, and then to Riverside as soon as I got into town last night. I’d asked Mitch to pour me two shots of Patron, which I downed without a breath. I needed my senses to be dulled. I needed to feel a warm body against mine. But even dancing with Mitch couldn't get that conversation off my mind. 

      Four weeks.  

      Four weeks, and this distraction that was supposed to last but a few hours still haunted me. Ramon thought Corey was in love and had been for four weeks. I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn't. And yet, something changed in me four weeks ago, too. Not love. There was no way. I didn’t allow myself to get close enough to anyone for that. But something, definitely, had changed. 

      “Frankie? Did you hear me?” 

      I turned my attention back to my cousin and cringed. “I'm sorry, what?” 

      “I said, Vinny is planning on meeting us at Riverside tonight.” 

      “Oh, great,” I said.  

      Vivian frowned at me and tossed aside her magazine again. “I don't understand why you insist on staying at that hotel. You know your room is available to you any time you want to come home.” 

      Waving her off, I tossed my own magazine aside. “You sound just like him. I'm not staying at Marco’s. It’s bad enough I work for him. I'm not living with him, too.” 

      She chuckled. “You don't always have to be so strong, Frankie. It’s okay to depend on someone else every once in a while, to let someone in.” 

      I had no response to that. It was nothing new, what she’d said. 

      Ever since my grandmother passed away, I’d forced myself to be strong, to not rely on others. I accepted too much from Marco when I was young. I wouldn't allow myself that vulnerability again. I wouldn't allow myself an attachment to anything other than myself. It only ended in heartache, for me as much as everyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Corey 

       

      My little sister, Jen, burst into my apartment, a whirlwind of activity, just like she always was. “I swear to God, Corey, your neighbor is a psycho.”

      Groaning, I cracked open an eye just as she set a paper cup of coffee from Rise and Grind on the table near my head. I almost forgave her as I grabbed the cup and pulled it toward my mouth, taking a long sip. And I almost forgave myself for telling her she could stay at my apartment while she interviewed for jobs in the city. It wouldn’t have been so bad, except I offered to fly home for my one day off this month to be with her. 

      “It’s too early for this, Jen,” I mumbled as I pulled myself out of the divot I’d left in the couch. 

      She glared down at me as I took another sip. “Then why don't you tell that to Little Miss Evil Eyes?” 

      I scowled, but not at my sister. After that night with Madison and Red, Madison had come to me nearly every day. Begging me to talk to her. Urging me to come to her apartment. Insisting we could go back to the way things used to be.

      It wore on me, especially since I couldn’t remember most of it. I’d met Madison in the hallway, and we’d gone to her room so she could change. But I couldn’t remember where we’d gone or what we’d done after that.  The hole in my memory didn’t sit well with me but I tried not to dwell. With the way I felt when I woke up the next morning, I knew I’d drank too much, even though I’d promised myself I wouldn’t have more than one beer a day while at Spring Training.

      Rubbing the heels of my hands against my eyes, I told her, “I don’t think she believes you’re my sister.”

      “Maybe you should let her in so she can inspect our sleeping arrangements,” Jen complained, waving a hand at the divot on the couch. 

      “No!” I said. “No one comes in here. It’s—” 

      “Yes, your sanctuary. I know.” 

      I’d never once let Madison in my apartment or my hotel room. And I’d told her why. It was my sanctuary, a space I didn't allow any women to enter. She begrudgingly accepted my position. That was, until she saw Jen walk out of my apartment one morning last week. 

      Jen started across my sparsely furnished apartment toward my bedroom but stopped in the doorway. She glanced over her shoulder at me. “You need to talk to her, Corey. I'm seriously worried about her. What happens when you’re in Arizona and I'm here alone?”

      Dammit. 

      Jen knew exactly what to say, exactly what my weaknesses were. I’d do anything for my sister. The thought of anyone harming Jen made me ill. I’d already lost one sibling and my mother, and I never wanted to go through that kind of pain again.

      “Fine. I'll go talk to her. But I'm taking a shower first.” 

       After standing under the hot water to try to melt away the aches from sleeping on my couch, I left Jen to finish getting ready and stepped out into the hall. I dreaded the confrontation with Madison. While she had always been fun, having her right down the hall from me, and at the same hotel down in Arizona, wasn't as great as I once thought it would be. I might not have brought women back to my place, but it was difficult to escape her when she was right there. 

      All the time. 

      Unlike my apartment, Madison's was filled with expensive furnishings and the finest decorations money could buy.  Everything was high end, just like their owner. Every time I stepped through her door, I was filled with the sense I didn't belong. It took money to live in our building, money I had now that I’d made it to the big leagues. But I wasn’t like Madison. I didn't feel the need to flaunt my wealth at every turn. I kept the bare minimum in my home because I was so rarely there. 

      There was no wait after I knocked on the door before it was opened. Madison wasted no time. She grabbed me by the shirt and yanked me inside her apartment. Before I could react, her lips were smashed against mine and her hands were fumbling with the button on my pants.

      “I knew you’d come back for me, baby,” she muttered against my lips, and it was all I could do to fend her off.

      “Madison, stop!” I grabbed her hands and pushed her back, trying to catch my breath. 

      “It’s okay, baby,” she said, trying to get her hands free.  

      “No, it’s not okay.” She jerked her head back as if I slapped her. “I didn't come here for this.” 

      Madison tore her hands out of mine and stared me down with wild, black eyes.  She sniffed, then rubbed the back of her hand against her nose. “Is this because of her? That… that—” 

      “That woman?” I asked, matching the venom in her voice with mine. “That woman is my sister. And yes, it’s about her. You need to leave my sister alone.” 

      “Don't lie to me, Corey. She doesn't look a damn thing like you.” 

      I scowled at my neighbor. She was right. Jen didn’t look like me. She was tall and slim, with dark brown hair and bright blue eyes. All of Jen’s features were delicate, whereas mine were strong. She looked like her mother, and I looked like our father. 

      “Maybe that’s because she’s my half-sister,” I told her. “Not that it matters. Stay the fuck away from her.” 

      Madison’s anger melted away in an instant, and she came at me again, her hands clutching at my shirt. “I’m sorry I didn't believe you,” she cooed, the sudden shift in her demeanor throwing me off. “But it’s okay. It’s okay. You’re here now. Let me make it up to you.”

      I pushed her off me again. “Enough!” My blood was boiling, and I was about to explode. “I'm not doing this with you, Madison. I'm taking my sister out sightseeing today. And tomorrow when I’m gone, I expect you to leave her alone. Got it?” 

      Madison stepped back, her bottom lip trembling. She glanced over her shoulder into her apartment, then turned back to me and nodded her head. “Will I see you later? Please tell me I’ll see you later, Corey. I need to see you. We need to talk.”  

      Dragging my eyes down the hot mess in front of me, I noticed for the first time what she was wearing. A thin, pink silk robe hung from her shoulders, exposing her cleavage and putting her long legs on full display.

      A hazy memory kicked around in my head, like the nightmares that’d been waking me up in the middle of the night... Someone on top of me, holding me down, as a camera flashed in my face. Touching me. Someone touching me, doing things...

      No. That couldn’t be right. That couldn’t have happened. It was just a dream. I shook my head as my stomach clenched. I needed to get out of there before I lost the breakfast sandwich Jen had brought home for me. 

      “Probably not,” I told her. I forced myself not to lunge toward my escape, to take three normal steps to her apartment door. Out in the hall, I leaned my head against the wall and tried to breathe deep, willing the riot in my stomach and head to calm. I had to get control of myself. I couldn't face my sister like this.

      A giggle beside me startled me and I jumped. 

      “You alright there, Tiger?” Jen asked, her eyebrows raised and a goofy grin on her face. 

      Shaking my head to clear it, I sucked in a deep breath. I pointed a finger at my temple. “I think you’re right,” I said as quiet as I could, twirling my finger in circles, “she is crazy.” I put my arm around my sister’s shoulder and dragged her back toward my apartment, passing the elevator doors. 

      “Where are we going?” Jen asked. 

      “You’re going to change,” I told her. “There’s no way in hell you’re going out looking like that.” 

      “What’s wrong with this?” Jen looked down at the tiny, mint green dress she was wearing. It covered more skin than Madison’s robe, but barely.  

      “We’re going sightseeing, not club-hopping.”  

      “Corey!” Jen pouted as I pushed her through my apartment door.  

      “Get,” I said. “Go find something more appropriate.” 

      “I thought you were going to take me out on the town tonight.” 

      “Tonight, yes. And I might consider letting you wear that tiny scrap of cloth then, but for now you need to wear something a little more appropriate for sightseeing. You don't need to put on a show for every man in this city.” 

      Jen rolled her eyes at me before stomping off toward my room. “Okay, Dad!” 
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        * * *

      

      “You’re spoiled. You know that, right?” 

      Jen grinned at me as I dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Rotten. And all thanks to you.” The girl pushed through my apartment doors, leaving me to pick up the remainder of her twenty shopping bags from the hall floor.

      “When I told you I’d take you sightseeing, I didn't realize we’d be seeing so much of the inside of stores.”

      “Corey,” she said with a hearty laugh, “you act like you weren't completely willing to follow me around while I shopped.” 

      She had a point. A major perk of my job was the pay. I made more now than I ever imagined I could when I was younger. Jen and I came from very little and we weren’t used to this. But now that I had so much, it felt right to shower her with things we never had as kids. 

      What good was money if you couldn't spend it on what you wanted? I'd rather spend it on the people that made me happy than myself. 

      Of course, I did have an ulterior motive: that mint green dress was far too small. I couldn't let my little sister go out in that scrap of cloth. Every man in the city would be vying for her. I was no prude, and I wasn’t a hypocrite. I lived my life exactly how I wanted, and I didn't expect any less of Jen because she was my sister. But that didn't mean I wouldn't try to protect her from the scum that walked the earth.  

      Dropping her bags onto my bed, I frowned at the green dress she’d left hanging on the headboard. “I'm going to run out and grab dinner. Why don't you change? And… maybe wear something you got today instead of that thing?” 

      Jen narrowed her eyes at me, but it didn't last. She was too excited about her new spoils to stay mad at me. I laughed as I walked out of the room. 

      I knew how to play her, too. 

      By the time I got back from Luciano’s with a tray of twice-baked lasagna, fresh bread sticks, and two side salads, Jen was dressed and ready. She chose a pair of dark wash designer jeans, a black tank, and a flowing, oversized blue silk shirt that hung off her shoulders and pulled out the color of her eyes. The knee-high black leather boots she wore made me want to send her back to my room to change again, but I suppressed my urge to treat her like a child. She was a big girl. Sure, she was only twenty-one, but she was a college student and capable of making her own decisions. 

      Sometimes.

      Jen dished out two large portions of lasagna while I set out the salad and breadsticks. After we took a seat at the small table off the kitchen and dug into our meals, I asked her about how her interviews were going. Even though we talked on the phone every few days, and even though we spent the day together, I had yet to get the scoop. 

      She prattled on about each of the interviews—the position she’d get if she was hired, the quirks of the interviewer, and what some of the perks of the jobs would be. She was beyond excited about all of them and was going to have trouble deciding if she was forced to choose between more than one. I listened intently, loving that she was so enthusiastic about her future.

      “So, what are the plans for tonight?” I asked as we cleaned up the dishes after we ate. “Where are you dragging me?” 

      “My friend, Kelly, suggested this place called Riverside. She said there’s live music on the weekends and some hot bartenders, too.” 

      I let the quip about the bartenders slide. I was too jarred by her choice of hangout. My heart started racing and I nearly dropped a plate before getting it in the dishwasher. “Riverside?” I asked, trying to recover. 

      “Yeah, it’s a bar attached to the Savory Hotel. Have you heard of it?” 

      Letting out a slow breath, I closed the door to the dishwasher. “I’m aware of it. Why don’t we go somewhere else?”  

      Like, anywhere else? Anywhere that wasn’t where I met Frankie Sarcone. 

      “No, I’d really like to check it out. Kelly had good things to say about it.” 

      “And Kelly knows better than your brother, who lives in this city?” 

      “Kelly grew up in this city, silly. I'm pretty sure she knows better than you. We can go wherever you want next time. Now, go get ready. I’ll finish cleaning up here.” 

      Shit. 

      I recognized the look on her face. Jen was determined and wouldn't be swayed. It was the same look her mom gave our dad when she’d made up her mind to do something. I learned long ago not to mess with these women when they looked like that. 

      Doing as she said, I went to my room to change. I didn't have a choice. I didn't let women get to me. But Jen and her mom had a way of getting what they wanted, no matter what I did. One of these days, they’d be the death of me. 
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        * * *

      

      “What's wrong, Tiger?” 

      Jen’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts and I glanced up from the valet ticket in my hand. “What do you mean?” 

      She laughed at me and punched my shoulder. “You just handed over your keys to Cherry without another thought. It's not like you.” 

      “I'm okay, it’s nothing.” I watched the valet drive off in my Corvette before I turned to the door of the Savory and frowned. “You sure you want to go here? I’m sure there are better places around town. We could go to a club or something.” 

      “Yes, I’m sure I want to go here. Come on.” Jen tugged on my elbow and I turned my attention back to her. “It will be fun, I promise.” 

      Taking a deep breath, I followed my sister into Riverside. My mind wandered to Frankie, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was still at the hotel. Surely, with her working in the city, she’d find a place of her own. Surely, our run-in would be a one-time thing. There were millions of people in the city, the chances of us seeing each other again were slim. I kept telling myself those things as we walked through the front doors, like a broken record playing in my head.

      The bar looked exactly as I remembered it. Dark. Sexy. Packed with people. The lights over the dance floor were flashing yellow, red, and blue, and the pulse of the music beat like a racing heart. I dragged my eyes over the room. I didn’t see Frankie, didn’t see anyone else I knew either. But there were so many people it was hard to see. 

      “I'm going to go grab a table,” Jen said, yelling to be heard over the pounding bass. “Get me a drink?” 

      Jen slipped off into the crowd and I turned toward the bar. I was half-convinced I’d find Frankie there, like sex in heels, just as she was weeks ago. When I didn’t see her, I forced myself to walk forward.

      It took a while to get our drinks and push through the crowd. Jen found a table in the middle of the room, and she grabbed a bottle of beer from my hand as I slid into my chair. 

      “Isn't this great? There’s so much energy here!” 

      I smiled and tipped my beer bottle in her direction before taking a long pull. No matter how I felt about being back at Riverside, it was nice to see my sister having fun. It’d been years since we were able to really hang out. So much had changed since we were young, and it was strange to see her so grown up. The last time we hung out together, she wasn’t old enough to drink. 

      We both sat back in our chairs and listened to the band. Jen was bobbing her head to the music and practically dancing in her chair. I laughed at her and she smacked the back of her hand against my shoulder. She scowled, but it soon turned into a wide grin.  

      After a few songs, I could see Jen getting anxious. I was about to tell her to get out on the dance floor when some guy bent down next to her and said something in her ear. Jen glanced over at me with her eyebrows raised and tilted her head toward the dancing crowd. I tipped my bottle toward her and answered with a nod, and she jumped out of her chair and made her way through the throng with her new friend. 

      By the time my sister came back, I’d flagged down the waitress twice to order more beer. The band had finished their set and was packing up, and the dance floor had started to clear. A mix of club-like dance music was pulsing through the air, and I felt like I could breathe again.  

      “Where’s your friend?” I asked as Jen plopped down across from me and snagged my beer from the table.  

      “He took off a bit ago.” She gave a slight shrug and tossed me a sheepish grin. “I was having too much fun to stop.” 

      “Of course, you were.” I smiled and shook my head. She always was the outgoing type. I was about to suggest we take off, maybe find another club where she could dance some more, when a guy landed in the seat beside Jen. 

      “There you are, love. I’ve been looking for you.”

      Jen beamed and leaned toward him, the same guy from earlier. “I wondered where you ran off to.” 

      The guy swept his blond hair out of his eyes, then leaned in close and whispered in her ear. 

      “Hey, Vinny!”  

      The three of us turned toward the voice. The woman who spoke was beautiful, absolutely stunning. She put nearly every woman I’d met to shame.

      Everyone but Frankie.

      Long, tanned legs that were covered to mid-thigh by her skin-tight red dress. A plunging neckline that showed off so much of her chest I was afraid she’d fall right out. And her face, surrounded by waves of light brown, highlighted hair, was the kind of perfection you’d see on the covers of a magazine. I was stunned, but less by her runway model beauty than by the guy’s reaction. 

      “Yeah, what do you want?” he snapped over his shoulder as he turned his back on her. 

      I whipped my head back to the idiot, wondering why he’d speak so rudely to someone who looked like that. But in the next instance, she answered my question. 

      “There you are, brother! Here, I finally got our drinks.” The woman handed over a glass of amber colored liquid and pulled up a chair to sit next to Vinny. 

      “Thanks, Viv.” Vinny turned back to Jen and grabbed her hand. “Jen, this is my sister, Vivian.” 

      “Nice to meet you,” Jen said, reaching across Vinny to shake her hand.  

      Vivian looked Jen over with a dazzling smile on her face before turning her eyes to me. Before she could say a word, her eyes lifted. She slapped her brother’s shoulder with the back of her hand and he followed her gaze. 

      “There you are!” Vinny jumped out of his chair and Vivian followed. I turned to see who they were looking at and found exactly what I’d hoped to avoid tonight. 

      Frankie.  

      Only it was worse than just Frankie. Behind her, with his hands on her arms and his face buried in her long, golden hair, was some other guy. Tall, dark, muscular, and holding her like she belonged to him. When Frankie looked up and saw me, she froze in her place. 

      The guy pulled his head out of Frankie’s hair long enough to glance at our table, his eyes trailing over Jen before landing on me. Then he buried his face again, and my gut felt like someone had it clutched in their fists. I leaned forward, closer to Jen, ready to tell her we needed to go. Before I could say anything, the guy with Frankie gave her a slight push toward the table and disappeared into the crowd.  

      Frankie dragged her eyes away from me, but I couldn’t stop looking at her. Across the table, Vinny introduced Jen to her. The next thing I knew, Vivian was leaning in close to me, dragging her finger along my forearm. 

      “And what’s your name, handsome?” 

      Clearing my throat, I pulled my arm away from her touch, then I glanced at Vivian and Vinny before speaking. “Corey,” I said, my throat tight. I leaned back in my chair, away from Vivian. Frankie ignored me like she had been the past month. She pulled a chair out at the table behind Vivian and took a seat, keeping her eyes off me. 

      “So, love,” Vinny said, leaning in toward Jen, “you want to dance again?” 

      Jen frowned at me, her eyes narrowed into slits.  “What do you say, Tiger? Mind if I dance?” 

      I narrowed my eyes back at her, then swept my gaze around the table. “Sure, go ahead. But Jen?” I said as she stood up. “Be careful out there. People around here aren't always who they say they are.” 

      I didn’t see Jen’s reaction, though I was sure she rolled her eyes at me. But I did see Frankie. Her lips pulled down into a deep frown. Jen and Vinny took off, and moments later, Frankie jumped up from her seat. 

      “I'm getting a drink,” she announced before storming away toward the bar.  

      God, she was sex in heels. Her golden hair swung behind her, revealing her naked back. The dark blue dress she wore caressed her body in a way that made my hands tingle with jealousy. The skirt of her dress was as short as the one she wore that first night and I tortured myself by wondering if she had underwear on. I'd never wanted anyone as bad as I wanted her, and it pissed me off.  

      “You’re a brave man,” Vivian said, leaning toward the table.

      I forced my eyes away from Frankie, where she was talking up the bartender, the guy whose hands were all over her a few minutes ago. “What do you mean?” I asked.  

      Vivian motioned to the dance floor. “Letting my brother take your girl out dancing.” 

      Blinking, I stared at her for a moment before I caught on to what she said. Then a chuckle I couldn’t stop rumbled through my chest. “Jen’s my sister.” 

      “Oh?” Vivian leaned closer, dragging her fingers along my forearm again. “So, not your girl?”  

      Lifting my arm from the table and away from her touch, I ran my hand through my hair. “No, not my girl.” 

      Out at the dance floor, Jen and Vinny looked like they were having a grand old time. God, it turned my stomach to see my little sister like that, pressed up against some guy she’d just met. I looked away, only to find Frankie walking back toward us, a martini in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. Seeing her was as bad as watching Jen dancing with Vinny.

      I took a pull of my beer, feigning interest in a group of strangers dancing out on the floor. Vivian finally turned away. There were hushed whispers between her and Frankie at the table next to mine, and I did everything in my power to ignore them both. The night had gone on too long, and it didn’t look like Jen was going to want to leave anytime soon. 

      My beer was long empty when a movement at the corner of my eye caught my attention. The bartender was back. I peeked over at him, trying not to show my interest. He held a tray of drinks—beer bottles, a couple tumblers of clear and amber liquid, and a half-dozen shot glasses full of yellow liquid. He set it on the table in front of Frankie and leaned down to whisper in her ear. He watched me as he did, and in that moment, I recognized him. It was the same guy who worked the bar a month ago. The one who called her “darlin’.” The one I wrote off as a non-concern once I had Frankie in my arms. 

      The guy didn’t linger but disappeared back to the bar. I drew my gaze back to the dance floor, and a minute later Frankie was standing at my side. 

      “Mitch thought you might like a drink.” She brought a bottle of beer and one of the shot glasses with her. The yellow liquid glimmered in the lights from the dance floor and it took a second for me to realize what it was. Patron. The same thing we drank the night we were together. 

      Something ugly churned inside me at the same time my stomach clenched. “What is this, a fucking joke?” I demanded.

      “It’s just a drink, Corey.” Frankie set it on the table in front of me, her face a model of innocence.  

      Standing, I pulled my wallet out of my back pocket, taking out a hundred-dollar bill. The girl didn’t back down when I moved in close to her. Heat radiated off her skin as I slid the bill into the neckline of her dress, then said just loud enough for her to hear, “You can keep your fucking drink.” 

      I was across the dance floor and at Jen’s side before Frankie could react. 

      “Come on, we’re leaving,” I told my sister as I grabbed her elbow. 

      “Corey!” Jen ripped her arm away from me. “I'm dancing!” 

      “And I’m leaving,” I said back. 

      “Well, I’m not.” Both Jen and Vinny stared at me like I’d lost my damn mind.

      “Fine,” I said. “Find your own way home.” 

       Shoving through the crowd, I didn’t bother looking back as Jen called after me. I knew I was being a dick, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. My sister was a big girl and could handle herself. I needed to get out of there. I was fed up with Frankie and I couldn’t deal with her shit. I didn’t need mind games and reminders of a night that changed my life.

      Not if it wouldn’t happen again.

      I barely remembered getting into my Corvette and driving across town. Parking the car and riding the elevator up to my floor was just a blur. I brushed by Madison in the hall without a word, slamming the door in her face.
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      It was time. I couldn't put off seeing Corey any longer. If I did, the bios wouldn't get written, the programs wouldn't be ready for the season opener, and I’d end up looking like a fool. It was my project, my name on the line, and I wouldn't let him stand in the way of me getting the job done. 

      My stomach churned every time I thought about it. Just like the other night when I saw him at the bar with Jen in tow. My heart raced when he’d turned his blue eyes toward me, and a wave of unexpected jealousy surged through me when I saw her at the table next to him. When she called him ‘Tiger’, I thought I might puke. The nickname brought unbidden memories of his naked body under mine, of the tiger tattoo on his arm. I knew, then, she’d seen the tattoo. And I thought I knew why. 

      Relief flooded me when Vivian told me Jen was his sister, not his date, and it screwed with my head. I’d wanted him to move on. I thought I could move on if he did. But that relief told me something I didn’t want. Didn’t want to know. Couldn’t believe.

      I had feelings for the man.

      It wouldn’t do. Marco would ruin him, and I couldn’t allow that. I couldn’t be the one who brought Corey Lucas to his knees.

      I had to let him go.

      The drinks—the beer and the shot of Patron—which were Mitch’s idea, were supposed to be a peace offering. I didn’t know what went wrong. I wanted to drop the animosity we held toward each other, try to go about our own separate lives. I never foresaw Corey’s reaction. I was shaken and confused by his outburst. And the money he stuffed in my dress made me feel, for the first time in my life, like a whore. 

      Vivian, Jen, and Vinny were appalled by Corey’s behavior. I couldn't explain to them what happened. No one knew we’d been together. No one but Mitch, and he felt guilty for getting involved. He knew before I did that I felt something for Corey. But he also knew why it couldn't work. 

      A knock sounded at the door to my office and I pulled my head out of my arms on my desk. While preparing the bios, I’d been down in Arizona more than I’d been back home. It was easy to forget it wasn’t a permanent setup. The dim light coming through the window and the harsh fluorescent lighting overhead had nothing on my office back in Chicago. But it satisfied my needs.

      “Come in,” I said as I straightened my jacket and the papers on my small desk. For every other player I’d interviewed, I’d gone down to the practice field and pulled them to the side. It gave me a chance to watch them in their element and offered a string of conversation to help make the sometimes-awkward interactions more bearable. After what happened the other night, I didn't want to be caught in public with Corey. I was afraid of his reaction, afraid he would do or say something that would end up hurting him in the end. So, I asked one of the trainers I found in the hall to relay the message that he was to come to my office.

      Except, no one entered. No Corey. Not anybody else. I thumbed the stack of papers on the corner of my desk, wondering if I was just hearing things. But Corey should have been here. The coach and his staff were on board with my project. They hadn't given any players passes to get out of their interviews. Each player was expected to show up when requested. 

      Rising on shaky legs, I went to the door. When I opened it, I found Corey standing in the hall, his back to me as he stared out the wall of windows into the city. He turned around, his face devoid of emotion.

      “You can come in,” I told him. 

      “Really?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. “I wasn't sure I was allowed. Wouldn't want to get slapped and thrown out.” 

      I took a step back at his words, feeling like I’d been slapped. “Alright, I deserve that.” I motioned for him to enter and he squeezed by me. The heat of his body hit me, even though there were inches between us. His smell wafted toward me, bringing back haunting memories of his naked, sweaty body laid out underneath me as we both tried hard to catch our breath. I shook my head and tried to push aside my errant thoughts.  

      Corey took a seat on one side of the black leather sofa, one arm on the armrest, the other draped over the back. He crossed a leg, putting his ankle on his knee, and stared at me. He was the first player to choose the couch instead of one of the matching leather chairs that sat on either side of it. I'd come to think of it as mine, and having him sit there, all gorgeous and defiant, like he could come in and claim whatever he wanted, made my stomach drop. 

      Walking around my desk, I picked up the bio that was put together when Corey joined the team a year ago. I peeked up at him, my lip between my teeth, wondering how to begin.

      All of the other players were open and talkative. A few even tried to hit on me. But Corey was so closed off and talking about the weather or his game felt wrong. 

      I summoned up my courage and took a seat on the opposite side of the couch. I tried to look casual—leaning against the armrest with my leg tucked underneath me—but I'd never felt more awkward. 

      “Look, Corey, I'm sorry—” 

      “No,” he interrupted, and I braced myself, sure he was going to yell at me again. He reached his hand toward me and I flinched away from him. The skin around his eyes scrunched up as he paused with his hand hovering in mid-air. When he sat back, he shook his head. “I'm… I'm the one who should apologize. I was out of line and I never… I’m sorry.” 

      His apology stunned me, and I wasn’t sure how to respond. Before I could, Corey turned on the couch, pulling his leg up on the seat next to him and facing me. 

      “I didn't mean to insinuate anything with the money,” he said. His dark blue eyes locked on mine with such intensity it took me a moment to understand what he meant. 

      “You talked to Jen.” 

      He dropped his head and looked up at me through his thick lashes. “It was for the drinks. My tab, the other night and last month.” 

      “You didn't have to pay me back for that,” I told him, shrugging as if his apology made me feel any better about myself. “It was supposed to be my treat.” 

      A wide smile broke out on his face. “If I remember right, you gave me a treat later. Quite a few times.” 

      My cheeks heated and I looked away from him. When I glanced back, he was rubbing the palm of his hand with his thumb. Watching Corey had become an obsession, but I'd never seen him so quiet and unsure. 

      “You’re not what I expected,” I told him.  

      He looked up at me with a crooked smile on his lips. “The best you’ve ever had?” 

      I laughed and he joined in. “Hmm, maybe.” A smile tugged at my lips, but I tried to hide it. I didn’t dare let him know how right he was. “You’re different.” 

      “Different how?” 

      For a moment, I said nothing as I searched for the words to explain. “You’re caring. You really love your sister, don't you?” 

      Corey grimaced. “What’d she tell you?” 

      “Nothing too awful,” I assured him, letting that smile break free. “But you’d have to be, what you did for her. Letting her stay at your place, taking her shopping and out to a bar so she can have fun on your only day off this month. I wouldn't have expected that out of you.” 

      He shrugged as if it was no big deal, but by the way he avoided my gaze, I could tell it was. It was heartwarming how much he cared for his sister. I could tell there was a story in there somewhere, and I wondered if I’d ever learn it. 

      After a moment, I scooted closer to him on the couch and handed him his bio. “This one isn't that bad. I don't think it needs to change, unless you want it to.” 

      He grinned at me and leaned a little closer. “That's because I wrote it.” 

      “You?” I said with a laugh.  

      “Hey, I majored in business in college. We had to take all those writing and marketing classes, too.” 

      “Is that your backup plan? Corey Lucas, businessman?”  

      “One can never be too careful. If nothing else, I can make a living off the interest on all the money I can invest from my baseball salary. You know, at the current rates, maybe I can afford a rowboat by the time I can't play ball anymore. Or maybe a canoe.” 

      We laughed together at his expense. I hadn’t realized how much I missed that part of him. The day we spent together in my hotel room, we’d laughed a lot, more than I remembered laughing in my lifetime. Corey was so much more than great sex. He was more than a caring brother. Or a great ball player. He was a breath of fresh air in a room lacking oxygen. 

      He handed me back his bio, but as his fingers grazed mine, it slipped from my grasp and tumbled to the ground. Before I could move to pick it up, Corey’s fingers gripped mine. The warmth and tenderness were as unexpected as so much of his personality. I wanted so badly to move in closer to him, to touch his face, brush his lips with mine. I wanted to climb on top of him and meld my flesh to his. But I couldn't. 

      Marco would kill him.

      “I'm nothing but trouble for you, Corey.” 

      He squeezed my fingers, running his thumb across my knuckles. His dark eyes simmered in the light streaming through my window. “A little trouble never hurt no one.” 

      I shook my head and pulled my hand away from his grasp. “You don't know my brand of trouble.” 

      “Is this about that bartender?” he asked.  

      “Mitch? No. No, he’s just a friend.” 

      “Really?” Corey leaned forward again, brushing his fingers against my knee. “You treat all your friends like that?” My cheeks flushed and he laughed a deep rumble when he saw it. “If so, I’d like to be your friend, Frankie.” 

      “Friends, huh?” I asked as I eyed his hand taking a slow path up my thigh. I wanted to stop him, to keep him safe. I put my hand over his and he stilled. But his eyes were calling to me, and I couldn’t stop myself from moving closer to him. 

      “I want to taste you again,” he said, and his lips brushed mine. “I want to touch you again.” 

      My hand cradled his face as he kissed me, gentle at first and then with more urgency. His hands explored my body as our tongues danced together. The dance, his taste, were so familiar, as if I’d been drinking it my entire life. 

      Pulling back, I worked my lips over his jaw. He dragged me onto his lap and I straddled him, moving against him. I grabbed a fistful of hair and tugged, exposing his neck, and I nipped it, licked it, kissed it, until my lips were burning with need. 

      I needed this. 

      I couldn't have this.  

      I had to stop.  

      I didn't want to. 

      “I can't do this,” I panted as my lips found his again. “I can't… Oh, God, Corey.” 

      Corey’s hands were on my hips, pressing me down on top of him as he ground his erection into me. “I know, doll. I know.”  

      Those words undid me. I'd never wanted anyone so much. And yet, I knew I couldn't have him. I slowed my assault on his mouth, then loosened my grip on his hair. He felt the change, too, and loosened his grasp on me. 

      “I'm sorry,” I told him, kissing him once more, then again. “I'm sorry, Corey, I can't. I can't, I'm sorry.” 

      Prying myself off him, I walked to the windows to get away from his smell. I clutched my fingers against my lips, holding in the memory of his taste. I leaned against the window, desperate to catch my breath and find some semblance of control. Corey came up behind me, the heat from his body offsetting the cold from the glass against my forehead. His hands rested on my arms for a moment, then he pulled me back into him. 

      Turning to face him, I allowed him to kiss me. The heat was still there, but the urgency was gone. There was just a slow, sensual dance as lips caressed lips. 

      He pulled away and ran the tip of his nose along mine before he rested his forehead against my own. I slid my arms around his waist and he did the same to me. 

      “You need to go,” I told him, my quiet words barely squeezing out of my tight throat. I slid my hands to his chest and pushed ever so slightly. My body rebelled against my mind, wanting him close to me when I knew I couldn’t allow it. “I can't be with you.” 

      “Frankie, doll, please,” Corey said back, his voice low and pleading. 

      “I'm sorry.” I kissed him on the lips before pushing him away. “Please, don't pursue me. This won't end well.” 

      All his fight left him. His shoulders slumped like a balloon with a slow leak. He looked deep into my eyes and I got lost in the dark looking back at me. With one last gesture, his fingers brushing down my cheek and neck, Corey turned and left me there. My body ached for his touch while my mind told me I did the right thing. It was for the best. It was the only way to keep him safe. 
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing here?” Vivian asked as she walked into my uncle’s living room, eyeing me where I was curled up on the couch. I looked up, the thick blanket wrapped tight around me barely shifting, as she sat on the cream-colored leather chair across from me, looking like she was posing for a magazine spread.

      My attempt at a smile fell flat. “I thought I’d come home for the weekend.” I realized after I said it that my smile came off better than my explanation. 

      Vivian knew better.

      Even though I’d lived in Marco’s house since before my teenage years, I’d never felt like it was home. I grew up in my grandmother’s house and chose to live there after my mother died. It was one of the only times Marco listened to my wishes for my life. But then again, he wasn’t one to cross his mother. I’d felt homeless since I was twelve, when my grandmother passed and I was forced to live with Marco.

      Home was a place where I could be myself, do what I wanted, and enjoy the simple things in life. Marco’s house was none of those things.

      The only place I felt came close to home made me ill to think about. The night I spent with Corey in my hotel room, when I fell asleep on his chest and woke up in his arms: that felt like home.

      “Something happen with Mitch?” Vivian asked.

      Putting my head back down on the throw pillow, I stared at the blank screen of the huge TV hanging on the wall. “Nothing happened with Mitch. There’s nothing to happen, Viv. He’s just a friend.”

      “Mmm, sure.” Vivian stood and came to my side, looking down at me like I was as sick as I felt inside. “You look heartbroken, Frankie. You break up with him?” 

      “For crying out loud!” I sat up and pulled my legs under me, still wrapped up tight in my blanket. “For the last time, Mitch and I are only friends. We’ve never been more than that, and we never will be.”

      “You two looked like a lot more than friends the other night. Shit, if I had a friend like that, I wouldn’t need a boyfriend. God, he’s sexy.”

      “Then why don’t you go out with him?” I cringed. That was a bad idea. The men Vivian had been with in the past didn’t fare well. She was like her father; she had an overbearing presence and consumed the energy of anyone she was with. Men withered under her. And the strong ones, like Mitch, fared the worst.

      “I don't think you mean that,” Vivian said as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      Of course, I didn't. Vivian got whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. But she wouldn’t take what was mine. And if she went after Mitch, we both knew that would be the end of my friendship with him. She’d never do that to me.

      Instead of answering, I wrapped my arms around my legs and tucked my chin between my knees. Vivian was right. I felt heartbroken. Ever since Corey left my office down in Arizona earlier in the week, I felt like I might break. It was worse when I saw him. Something about him had changed. He stopped flirting with every woman he came in contact with. He still talked to them, and his charm was always there. The women flirted with him relentlessly, but he acted like he didn’t care.

      The day after he’d come to my office, I’d gone down to watch him on the field. I wanted to know if his animosity had returned. If he hated me like he did that last time I’d seen him at Riverside. I’d gone down there every day and found a different man from the one I knew. He was solely focused on his work, and everything about him, from the flirting to his banter with Cromwell and Rodriguez, was subdued.

      Everything except his drive in practice.

      I didn't know what any of it meant. I wanted to talk to him. But at the same time, I knew how dangerous that would be. I couldn't control myself around him. I couldn't help but want to touch him, kiss him, hold him. I wanted to know if he felt the same way.  

      “Is it someone else?” Vivian asked. 

      I’d forgotten she was there, and her voice startled me. “Someone else?” 

      Vivian sat on the couch next to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “That’s made you feel this way. Frankie, I’ve never seen you like this before. Even back in school, or when you were in college. Is there someone else?” 

      Shrugging her hand off my shoulder, I reminded her, “There can't be, Viv. I'll die an old maid, never knowing true love. You know that.” 

      Vivian chuckled at our old joke. “I don't believe that.” Her voice was gentle, like she was afraid I’d blow away if she talked louder. “Someday, he’ll understand. Someday, you’ll make him understand. You’re not one to back down, Frankie. One of these days he'll listen to you.” 

      As if on cue, the back door opened and paper bags rustled in the kitchen. Vivian squeezed my shoulder, then stood and glided to the doorway. Before she got there, Marco came into the room. 

      “Vivian!” Marco beamed a dashing smile. He grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed each cheek before he looked over and saw me on the couch. I pulled my head out from between my knees as he glanced back at her. “What’s this? Both my girls home to see me?”  

      Marco gave his daughter a big hug and released her. I took my arms out from under the blanket as he closed in on me. 

      “Tesoro, you look as beautiful as always.” He kissed each of my cheeks and sat down on the couch next to me, an arm around my shoulders. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 

      “I thought I’d come home for the weekend,” I told him. “Take a little break from it all.” 

      Marco raised his arm and gestured to the beautiful room around us. “You know you’re welcome here anytime, Frankie. Anytime. In fact, you never have to leave. Come, move back home. You don't need to live in that hotel. Your home is better than that.” 

      “The hotel is fine,” I assured him. 

      “Where’s Vinny, Daddy?” Vivian asked before Marco could respond, heading off the fight that would surely have erupted if the conversation continued unchecked. My living at the Savory was a point of contention between Marco and me. I threw Vivian a grateful smile as Marco turned his attention to her. 

      “Ah, off jet setting again. I hear he’s found a new girlfriend,” Marco said with a smile. He shook his head. “That boy. Always chasing love.” 

      “That’s my brother for you.” The laugh that accompanied her words warmed a broken spot in my soul. It was good to know at least one of us could find love, even if it is more often than most. 

      “Have you met her?” Marco asked. “Jess or Jane or something?” 

      “Jen,” Vivian answered. 

      I whipped my eyes up to hers and she gave me a knowing smile. I hadn't realized Vinny and Jen hit it off so well. 

      “She’s a real sweetheart, Daddy, you’ll love her.” 

      “Ah, good,” Marco said, beaming. “I should fly her here so I can meet her.” 

      “No!” Both Marco and Vivian turned to me with wide eyes and I tried to recover. “I mean, it’s early. He may decide tomorrow he doesn't like her anymore. You should wait.” 

      Marco frowned at me. “Is it too much that I want to meet the woman who holds my son’s heart?” 

      “Marco, you know Vinny,” I said, shaking my head. “You can't go hearing wedding bells every time he finds a girl he's in love with. Give them some time to get to know each other. If it’s meant to be, you’ll meet her.” 

      Vivian raised an eyebrow at me, but when Marco glanced at her, she nodded in agreement. “She’s right, Daddy. You know how Vinny is. He was with his last girlfriend for three days, and he was sure she was The One.” 

      Marco glanced back at me and patted me on the knee. “You’re always the voice of reason, tesoro. You’re right. Now come, let’s eat. I brought home scallop and mushroom risotto from Luciano’s.” 

      As he rushed off to the kitchen, Vivian took my arm and walked with me. “Always the voice of reason,” she said, a murmur only loud enough for me to hear.

      Her shock at my outburst was clear.

      Never once had I tried to convince Marco to do anything, one way or another, regarding Vinny and his girlfriends. Never once had I interceded. I did so adamantly tonight, and while I knew she wanted to know why, I couldn't tell her. 

      I couldn't bear for Vinny to bring Jen around. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t safe. I knew Marco. We’d been through this dance before. He wouldn't stop at Jen. He wouldn't stop until he met her entire family, or until Vinny broke up with her. He’d fly her in for starters. And if the relationship lasted more than a month, he’d fly in the rest of her family. He’d done it in the past, and I couldn't let that happen now.  

      I couldn't let him bring Corey to the house. I couldn't let him put that man close to me. It wasn’t safe for Corey. 

      It wasn’t safe for me. 

      “Tell me, tesoro,” Marco said after we’d taken our seats around the circle table in the sunroom. “How are you doing? Is your job treating you well?” 

      “It’s going good.” I tried to relax, to keep my voice light. I couldn't have Vivian asking questions. “But the owner of the company, he’s a real slave driver.” 

      Marco gave a hearty laugh and Vivian smiled around a bite of risotto. “Maybe I should have a talk with him,” he said. After a sip of wine, he asked, “How are the bios coming?” 

      “Good. I finished the interviews early this week and have everything over to the formatters. The programs should be ready tomorrow. Plenty of time before the opener.” 

      “Ah, fantastic! How were the players? Did any of them give you a hard time?” 

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and took a gulp from my wine glass. “They were fine. Everything was fine.” 

      He narrowed his eyes at me. His face took on the stern look I'd come to loathe. “I don't want any of those men near you, Frankie. If any of them so much as touches you, I'll have their heads.” 

      I took another large gulp of my wine, bracing myself for a fight. “I can take care of myself, Marco.” 

      “Nonsense. I know these men, tesoro. They are not the kind of men you should be around.” 

      Though I worked desperately to keep my voice level, my volume increased as my anger rose. “I'm not a child. I'm a college graduate. I have a real job, pay my own bills. I think I’m old enough to make my own decisions now.” 

      “No,” Marco responded, his voice low. 

      “Daddy—” 

      “No, Vivian!” He held his hand out in front of his daughter, stopping her. But he didn't take his eyes off of me. “I promised my baby sister, on her deathbed, I would look out for you, Frankie. I will not go back on my word. I won't allow you to get hurt because some good-for-nothing ball player can’t keep his hands to himself.” 

      “I am not my mother!” I slammed my fork down on the table, startling my cousin and uncle. “I am not going to get knocked up and leave my child with you when I die. I am my own person, dammit.” I jumped up from my seat, splattering wine across the table as my glass fell on its side. I stared down at my uncle, who sat stupefied in front of me. “One of these days, you’re going to have to stop trying to control every aspect of my life. The only thing you’re accomplishing is pushing me away from you and harming me in the process.”

      Spinning away from him before he could respond, I raced out of the room. I grabbed my shoes, jacket, and overnight bag from the floor by the front door, not bothering to put anything on, as I stormed out of the house into the freezing spring night. I couldn't take any more of his crap. Marco was the reason I was in this mess. He was the reason I felt the need to drive my car off a cliff. My life would never be mine as long as he was around, not when he spent every moment of his day trying to protect me from ending up like my mother.

      What Marco didn't understand was that protecting me from having a real relationship would not protect me from the promiscuous life my mother lived. Quite the opposite. When I had no one to turn to that I loved, no boyfriend, no friends… There was only one way to find the comfort I sought.

      Back on my barstool at Riverside, I finally slipped my shoes onto my frozen feet. Mitch took one look at me and rounded the bar. He pulled me into his arms, holding me close. When he kissed my forehead, I turned my face up to his. Slid my hand around the back of his neck and pulled him to me, pressing my frozen lips to his.

      I tried to ignore how wrong it felt. The minty freshness of his breath stung against the sweetness of the wine still left on my tongue. His lips were hard and unyielding, not the soft cushions that melded to mine. And I couldn’t bring myself to deepen the kiss. My chest grew tight and my breath faltered in my breast.

      I just wanted to forget. I wanted a night that would make my troubles go away, take my mind off Marco, Corey, and my loveless life. 

      But when I tried to force my hand to slide up Mitch’s chest, he pulled back and grabbed my hand in his. “Frankie, you don't want to do this.” 

      “Yes, I do.” I closed my eyes and Corey’s face flashed through my mind, and the thought of what I just did made my stomach churn. 

      “No, darlin’, you don't. You know you don't. And if I let you take this further, you’ll regret it in the morning.” 

      “It’s not fair, Mitch,” I said as I buried my head in his chest. He wrapped me tighter in his arms. “I don't know how much more I can take.” 

      “I know,” he said against my head. “It will get better. Someday. You’ll see.” Mitch moved an arm away from my back, then he pulled me to my feet. “Come on. Let’s sit over here and you can tell me about it.”

      The manager of Riverside, Carol, came out of the back room and gave me a soft smile. Then she moved on to the customers seated around the bar as Mitch dragged me to a booth in a dark corner of the room. He tucked me under his arm, and I spilled everything to him as I leaned against his chest and tried not to cry like a little girl.
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      Corey 

       

      “A Benny and a beer.” Matt dropped beside me on the long, half-circle booth and held a drink out to me. I took the bottle and the hundred-dollar bill wrapped around it with a smirk on my face. 

      “’Bout time.” 

      “Hey, what do you expect? I figured for sure it'd be over by now.” His big smile showed off a straight line of bright white teeth that glowed in the dim blue light of the club. 

      I held my beer up toward Ramon before I took a drink. His girl, Emily, was wrapped around him on the other side of the booth from us. He didn’t see me. The two of them were connected at the mouth, and there was no way he could notice anything else. My good fortune was due to him and Emily. Matt and I had a bet as to how long their relationship would last. Matt insisted no longer than six weeks. It had been eight, and they were still going strong. 

      Not many would think it was a match made in heaven. From the outside, it seemed the only thing the two lovebirds had in common was their height and their mutual love of public displays of affection. Emily was as petite as Ramon. But his dark Puerto Rican coloring was on the opposite side of the color spectrum from her milky white skin. Her short, strawberry-blonde hair was so light it was almost pink, and the brief smattering of freckles on her cheeks made her look more like a pre-teen than a woman who could hold Ramon Rodriguez’s heart.  

      Matt and I made the bet on the first day we met Emily. She was shy compared to Ramon’s constant chatter. Or at least, that’s how she came across at first. We’d since learned otherwise. But that first day, Matt was sure Ramon would be moving on from her as fast as he did from Carmen and Denise and Marietta and Rafaela before her.

      There was something about the way Ramon looked at Emily, and how she looked back at him, that rocked me to my core, urging me to take the bet. There was something there I’d never seen before. Something I wanted, suddenly, and it scared me to feel that inside of myself.

      It still scared me, as I watched the two of them locked in their embrace in our dark little corner of the club. The strobe lights were pulsing to the quick tempo of the music, which beat like my heart whenever I thought of a certain someone. I was never like this. I wasn’t the kind of guy who pined over a girl he couldn’t have, who dreamt in broad daylight of a wild night of passion from months ago. I was the guy who prowled the dance floor looking for that one special lady—the one with a bed I could warm for a night before I walked out of her life.

      Madison had been one of the only exceptions to that. But from day one, our relationship had been about nothing but sex. I went to her bed whenever I needed to blow off a little steam and there was no one else around. She’d been a hot body, a decent lay, but she grew crazier everyday and was not the type of girl I’d bring home to my parents.

      There was only one girl I could envision bringing home, and she wanted nothing to do with me.

      Ramon finally pulled himself away from Emily’s mouth, and the girl giggled in his ear like a teenager. She stood and smoothed her skirt down from where Ramon pushed it up her legs. When she sauntered off across the crowded club, her ass swaying to the beat of the music, both Ramon and Matt had their eyes glued to her. 

      “Where’s Ellen tonight?” I backhanded Matt’s chest and smirked as he glanced at me and realized he’d been caught. He tried to play it off with a shrug. 

      “She’s working. Couldn't make it out. But I'll see her next week when we’re home again.” 

      “You know, hermano,” Ramon said as he dragged his eyes away from his girl, “you put a ring on it, she wouldn't have to work. She could be with you all the time.” 

      Matt ducked his head and picked at the edge of his t-shirt. I'd seen him do something similar before. He was terrible at keeping secrets, and this was one of his tells. 

      “Spill it.” Matt looked up at me with a frown on his face. “Spill it, Cromwell. What are you hiding? You planning to propose?” 

      “I don't know what you’re talking about,” Matt responded, his fingers tangled in his hem. 

      “Bullshit. You’re hiding something. You see it, Ramon?” 

      “Ah, sí,” Ramon said after a moment of looking over our friend. “What is it, hermano? What are you keeping from us?” 

      Matt threw his head back and looked up at the ceiling. “Yes,” he mumbled. He returned his gaze to the two of us, his dark eyes shining. “I’m going to propose. Don't say anything to anyone, alright?” 

      “Congratulations, hermano!” Ramon’s wide grin split his face. 

      “She ain't accepted yet,” Matt said, shaking his head. 

      “Matt,” I said, leaning forward, my elbows on my knees, “how many years have you and Ellen been together now? You really think she’ll turn you down?” 

      “She’s in love with you, you know,” Ramon told him. He leaned forward, his voice quiet under the pumping bass. “So, when you asking?” 

      Matt grimaced and fiddled with his hem again. “Next month. We play in New York mid-month. Ellen always wanted to go to the Empire State Building, so I plan on taking her up and popping the question then.” 

      “Ay, romántico!” Ramon rubbed his hands together as his grin grew even wider. “And then you get married and have pequeños bebés, and Corey and I get to be uncles.” 

      I laughed at the horrified expression on Matt’s face. “Ramon, you’re going to give the poor man a heart attack talking about bebés. Let him get through the proposal first.” 

      “Please!” Matt agreed, then laughed along with us.  

      “What about you, Corey?” Ramon asked. “Anyone special we should know about?” 

      “Yeah, haven't heard anything from you in a while,” Matt added. 

      I looked off into the club and saw Emily’s head bobbing through the crowd as she made her way back to us. Her face was turned to the side, but I could still see the ridiculously huge smile on her face that she sported whenever she was in Ramon’s presence. It was a beautiful thing, and something I never wanted until recently. 

      Looking back at the guys, I said, “I got nothing.” 

      “Nothing?” Matt asked. “What about that hot little neighbor of yours?” 

      Scowling, I glanced back at Emily as she pushed through the crowd. “Nah, I’ve had it with her. She’s a little too… I don't know. I'm just done with her.” 

      Matt gawked at me like I sprouted a second head. “When did this happen?” 

      I shrugged and looked over at Emily again as she walked up the steps to our booth. Rather than going to Ramon, she stepped over to my side and slid onto the bench next to me.   

      “Corey, honey, you look a bit tense. You okay?” 

      Frowning, I glanced down at my hand as the little woman took it in hers. It wasn’t unusual, really. Emily had never been one to hold back her feelings or affection. But it was a bit unexpected to have it directed at me. “Fine,” I responded to her, giving her fingers a gentle squeeze. 

      She leaned in a little closer to me. “I just met someone, and I thought you’d like to meet her. She’s a real sweetheart.”

      Emily glanced over her shoulder at the woman hovering right below the steps to our booth. She was a beauty, that was for sure. Blonde hair, big chest, slender waist. Her nose was small and a little too narrow, like she’d had plastic surgery a few times. Her tan was much too dark for April back home, but in the hot desert of Mesa, it made more sense. She was decked out in a low-cut tank and skin-tight leather pants, all black and clingy, like someone heated her up and poured every last drop of her inside. 

      She was the type of woman I’d been with dozens of times before. Hot, sexy, and a little on the wild side, judging from the look in her bright blue eyes. Her dark red lips curled into an award-winning smile, something straight out of Hollywood. 

      Matt nudged my shoulder and I glanced at him, then Ramon. They were both staring at me, waiting for me to make my move. That’s what they were used to. That’s what I was used to. I'd done it a thousand times and I’d do it again. 

      Only this time, it felt different. 

      My phone buzzed on the table, the word “Blocked” lighting up on the screen. Ignoring it, I threw a fake grin at my friends and gave Emily a quick kiss on the cheek before I slid out of the booth and made my way down the steps. The woman wrapped her arm around mine and I tried not to cringe and pull away as we pushed our way out to the dance floor. 

      If her dancing was any indication, she’d be fucking horrible in bed. She was limp where she should have been firm, relying too much on me to hold her up. Our timing was off, our movements jerky and uncoordinated, and frankly, it was tiring. My phone buzzed relentlessly in my pocket, and each time it did, my mind drifted it to where I’d rather be. The music was loud and the floor was crowded enough we couldn’t talk. After a half-hour on the floor, I was sweating uncomfortably, in dire need of a drink, and desperate to get away from her. I dragged the blonde back to our booth out of loyalty to Emily. But she and Ramon were at it again, and Matt was texting away on his phone. I flagged down a waitress on our way and ordered a bottle of beer for myself and one for the girl. 

      The waitress was back in a jiffy, and after a quick gulp from the bottle, we settled down on the white vinyl booth. The girl began rubbing my arm and leg, petting me like we were already lovers, and my skin crawled at her advances. I was so over it all, over the stress and the pent-up anger, I didn't even care that my friends were seated right there with us. I wanted to be normal again. I wanted to be the same guy I’d been before that fateful night at the Savory. The girl’s full lips were calling me, begging me to let go and put the thing with Frankie to rest. I was about to lean in, about to push aside the apprehension I felt and give in to the girl’s constant plays to soften me up when she finally decided to speak. 

      “So, what’s your name, gorgeous?” she purred into my ear as her hands ran down my chest. 

      “Lucas,” I told her. “Corey Lucas.” I waited for the recognition, the laugh I would have gotten with a certain someone else, once upon a time. 

      “Hello, Corey,” she said without a laugh. Her tongue flicked out of her mouth and ran along my earlobe, and it had me wondering if I should see where this might go in spite of her missing sense of humor. “I'm Ashley.” 

      The second she said it, my head whipped back. “Ashley?” I asked, my brow furrowed as my mouth went dry and my chest clenched. She smiled and leaned in closer as her hand ran up from my knee to my inner thigh. I put my hand over hers and forced a smile I didn't feel. “I gotta hit the head.”

      The girl didn’t hide her shock as I stood and pushed past her. I didn’t look back as I jumped down the stairs and headed off through the crowd. Matt yelled after me, but I didn't stop. I didn’t make my way to the restroom, but instead to the front door, to the sidewalk outside, to the taxi on the curb, and back to the hotel.

       I texted Matt, asking him to close out my tab, telling him I felt sick and had to go. I pushed send as the taxi pulled up to the hotel and turned my phone off before I reached the lobby. 

      Ashley. 

      She had to be a fucking Ashley. Out of all the people, all the names in the entire world, that had to be hers. 

      I slammed the door to my hotel room and pounded my head against the wall once or twice. That name alone had caused an ache in my groin that needed to be dealt with. But there was no way I could let her or anyone else by that name take care of it for me. I pulled my shirt over my head and slipped out of my jeans as I crawled into bed. I closed my eyes and immediately it was there—the image of that gorgeous face, the golden-blonde hair swaying around her shoulders, the curves of a goddess. 

      Reaching into my briefs, I palmed my dick, then let my fantasy play out in my dreams.
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      Frankie 

       

      The stadium had box seats reserved for the players’ families. I snuck in right after the first pitch, sitting toward the back and burying myself under my tablet and a stack of papers I pulled from my tote. As if they could protect me and keep me from being seen. I told myself I was there for work. But it was the same thing I told myself during yesterday’s game and the season opener the day before that.

      The same thing I told myself when I tuned in to the games in L.A. and Phoenix last week on TV.

      It wasn’t fully a lie. If I had been paying attention to the players on the team last year instead of traveling with Vivian, I would have known Corey was on the team, and I would have stayed far away from him. 

      I sighed, turning my eyes to the papers in my hands. There was work to be done. Things that could just as easily be done in my office, or my hotel room, or maybe even at the bar at Riverside. But each one of those places reminded me of what I’d given up. Of the look of defeat on Corey’s face when I told him I couldn’t be with him.

      “Frankie, please.” 

      His voice was a whisper in my mind, the feel of his hands a ghost on my skin. I found myself fingering his photo in the souvenir program I’d tucked into my bag. 

      Shrill laughter filled the room as a group of women seated in the blue, padded stadium seats on the far side of the room started chanting, “Coleman! Coleman! Coleman!” My eyes roved over them, my hands clutching my papers as I sat there feeling like I’d been caught doing something I wasn’t supposed to do. Like I could get into trouble for sitting in the box seat that, as an upper-level staff member and, more importantly, Marco's niece, I had every right to sit in. 

      There were a few more women seated at the tables behind the others. They were the wives of some of the veteran players, the ones who’d been on the team since I was much younger. Back when Vivian, Vinny, and I would come more for the hot dogs, peanuts, and ice cream than for watching the game. We’d never really spoken, those ladies and me. And I was glad for it. It was easier to hide in the back when they didn’t insist we talk.

      There was another woman, one with long, braided hair tied back at her nape, seated in the chairs closest to the window. The young girl she was sitting with turned toward her, her red hair nearly pink in the sunlight streaming through the windows. The two chuckled quietly, not the shrill laughter that’d pulled me out of my head, and the smile the first one gave made me realize who she was.

      Ellen Marshall, Matt Cromwell’s long-time girlfriend. 

      The man had showed me a crumpled old picture of her he’d pulled from his wallet when I interviewed him for his bio. He’d gone on about how they’d met back in elementary school, and they’d been together ever since. That she was the only one he’d ever wanted, the one who brought him true happiness.

      I fingered the golden chain around my neck, then dropped it when my thoughts tried to return to Corey.

      On the other side of the window from Ellen, a small group of people sat outside, drinking up the early spring sun. My cousin, Vinny, was among them, his arm around the brunette in the chair beside him. My stomach churned and I flagged down one of the waitresses to ask for a ginger ale. I would have preferred something much stronger, but I wasn’t sure my stomach could handle it.

      The brunette was Jen Lucas, Corey’s little sister. 

      The thin golden chain around my neck felt like a lead weight, though I clutched it like a life preserver. When the waitress delivered my drink, I sipped it like it could cure all my ails. Because everywhere I turned, everything I saw, and everything I did, reminded me of Corey.

      I buried my head in the papers on my lap, trying to work ahead on the next big project I decided to take on. But the game sucked me in. Corey took the field and got a strike with the first pitch. But with the second, he hit a double, bringing home two others on the bases. With the next batter, he made it home, and the crowd went wild. 

      The atmosphere was electric, and for a while, I forgot those feelings that I didn’t belong. The team took the lead, and I couldn’t help but join in as everyone in the box cheered. By the seventh inning stretch, the papers and tablet I held protectively in my lap when I first arrived had made their way back into my tote, and my ginger ale turned into a glass of my favorite beer. I’d even eaten a hot dog, and the bowl of peanuts I’d been munching on was nearly empty.

      My guard was down. That beer had done its job to help me relax. I was enjoying myself, enjoying the game. Then, out of nowhere, someone slipped into the seat next to me and put his arm around my shoulder.

      I was about to punch him in the face, my fist already clenched and ready to fly, when my eyes zeroed in on his handsome smile. “Vinny! Shit, don't sneak up on me like that.” 

      Vinny beamed at me, swiping his blond hair out of his face with his free hand. “Hey, cuz. How ya been?”

      Before I could answer, another runner made it home and the crowd roared once more. Vinny and I jumped to our feet, cheering over the heavy beat of the music pumping through the stadium. When we settled back into our seats, Vinny slipped his arm around my shoulders again.

      The look on his face reminded me of his twin. The quirk of his brow, the tilt of his lips. They looked so much alike, but he was smaller, fairer, more fragile than she was, and he had been since before he was born.

       Even in the womb, Vivian was dominating the men in her life, sucking them dry and leaving them to fend for themselves. 

      “What?” I asked, nudging my cousin with my elbow.

      “How are you?” he asked, his eyes burrowing into me like they were reading my mind.

      My fingers went for my necklace again, but I raised my hand and smoothed down my hair. “I’m doing good. How about you?”

      “Never better, never better.” He glanced over to Jen, still standing outside, then turned back to give me a wink.

      “I see that,” I said, nodding in her direction. At that moment, Jen turned in her chair, looking through the window directly at me. She raised her hand and smiled, as if we’d been friends all our lives. I waved back before I remembered I didn’t want to be friendly with the girl.

      “Look, I’m not giving you a chance to say no,” Vinny said, his voice low. “We’re taking you out tonight.” 

      “No.” 

      “You don’t get a choice, Frankie. A bunch of us are going out, and you're coming with us.” 

      “No, I’m not, Vinny.” 

      “Frankie…” He stopped and looked at me, those blue eyes like a Siberian husky puppy. “Come on, Frankie. It would mean a lot to me.” 

      “No.” 

      “Jen wants you there.” 

      “No… What?” I asked. I risked a glance at Jen and found her still standing there looking at me. She didn’t look much like Corey at all. But, like a teenage girl with her first big crush, I’d been staring at his picture in the souvenir program for the past two weeks, and I could see a slight resemblance. In the shape of their noses, and the way their eyes squinted and shined when they smiled. It was almost unnoticeable, but I could see now what I couldn’t when I first met the girl.  

      “She wants you to come. Say yes, Frankie. Make us both happy.” 

      “Vinny, she doesn’t know me,” I tried to argue. 

      “She likes you, cuz. Remember when we met that night? She felt so bad for you after the way her brother treated you, and she really started to feel close to you.” 

      I forced myself not to shake my head. Not while she was watching. I couldn’t believe what my cousin was saying. Jen and I barely spoke that night. She was lost in Vinny’s world through most of it, and after a short interrogation about what Corey did before he stormed out of the bar, she went on her way and I on mine. 

      Vinny squeezed my shoulder with his hand, bringing me back from that night at the bar to the present. I glanced over at him and took in his puppy dog eyes. “Please, Frankie? For me and Jen?” 

      My stomach churned again, and I regretted the hot dog and beer. “Who’s going to be there?” 

      Vinny pulled me to him and kissed my cheek. “You’re the best, Frankie. Come find us after the game, ‘kay?” 

      I groaned and pulled away from him. “Whatever.” 

      Before the final inning was finished, before I could grab my bag and escape the box and my cousin, he was there with Jen, waiting for me at the door. 

      “You ready?” Vinny asked, smiling as if he knew I was trying to sneak out. 

      “I need to run home and change.” I gestured to my clothes, the black trousers and a white blouse I wore to work this morning. 

      “You look fine.” He rolled his eyes as he laughed at me. 

      “At least let me put my bag in my car, then.” 

      Vinny grabbed my tote from my shoulder. “You’re going to be out late. Why don't we stop by your office and leave it here for the night?” He laughed again as I glared at him. “You're not getting out of this, cuz. We’re taking you out with us.” 

      Jen looked so sad and all I could think about was how much Corey cared for her, how heartwarming it was that he did. He wouldn’t have wanted her to be sad, and for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why I wanted to make her happy, too. 

      “Fine,” I said, and Jen’s face lit up. “My office is downstairs.” I walked away without looking back, leaving Vinny to carry my heavy tote. They followed behind me, our shoes echoing across the tile floors even over the loud music and celebrating crowd. 

      I tried stalling in my office, dawdling over my computer, checking my voicemail one last time. Vinny waited with a frown on his face while Jen looked out my window over the departing crowd.

      When I ran out of things to do, Vinny slung one arm over Jen’s shoulders and offered the other to me before leading us out, down the back stairs, and to his waiting Town Car.  

      

      Corey 

       

      Club Forte was the hottest new club in town. It was the place to be. The place to be seen, the place that everyone wanted to go. The hype was so high, it took an act of God or a big name to get inside.

      It was the last place I wanted to be.

      I’d been roped into going. Matt gave me hell for bailing on him and Ramon back in Phoenix, leaving them to deal with an abandoned and upset Ashley. In retrospect, he was too calm about it. And now I knew why. He planned all along to make me pay him back, and it wasn’t just the money for my tab.  

      Of course, my little sister would be in on it. Introducing her to Matt, Ellen, and Ramon last year was a mistake. They kept in touch, and, one way or another, the four of them decided it would be freaking hilarious to drag me out to the club tonight. Jen played it off as a celebration—three out of three of our first home games. I had no doubt they had something up their sleeves. Just as I was sure that Emily went searching for someone for me back in Phoenix—someone who was unfortunate enough to have the wrong name. 

      The only thing that could make the night worse than it was already set out to be was the fact that Jen was supposed to be here with her new boyfriend. Her clingy, rich boyfriend, who not only flew halfway across the country to see her shortly after they met, but also paid to fly her back for the week so she could be here for the spring opener.

      Sure, he seemed all sweet on her, and it was nice of him to use his considerable wealth to fly my sister in for the games. But it rubbed me the wrong way. Jen and I weren't from money. We’d never been able to hop a plane and fly wherever we wanted. I figured the guy had more means than brains, and I didn't want Jen wrapped up with someone like that. I didn't see it ending well. 

      The only good thing about the night was that they’d all let me sit in our black velvet-covered booth, nursing a bottle of beer, with little interruption. Matt and Ellen disappeared onto the dance floor before our drinks even arrived, and Ramon and Emily were at it again on the other side of the bench.

      “Ah, let me guess, my brother is running fashionably late again?” The words pulled my attention from my phone to the knock-out gorgeous brunette standing in front of the table. The deep-V of her little black dress plunged straight to her navel, and it inched up her thighs as she slid onto the bench next to me. “Corey, right?”

      The woman held her hand out to me, not as if she wanted to shake, but instead as if she expected me to kiss it. With a furrowed brow, I ran my hand over my chin. “I'm sorry, have we met?”

      “I'm Vivian,” she said, dropping her untouched hand to the booth next to my leg. “I'm Vinny’s sister. We met last month.”

      “Vinny?”

      “Vinny,” she assured me. “He’s dating your sister?” 

      “Oh.” My eyes widened, then narrowed again as I dragged my gaze across her face. “Sorry, I uh…”

      She turned her face away, pulled her hand from the bench by my leg, before muttering, “Don’t worry about it.” She flagged down a waitress and ordered a drink. Before she turned back to me, Vinny slid into the booth next to her with my sister in tow.

      “Viv,” he said, “you remember Jen?” Without waiting for an answer, he leaned around his sister and extended his hand toward me. “Corey, right? I'm Vinny.” 

      “Yeah, hey, how’s it going?” The man had a firm grip I didn’t expect. He was as thin as his sister, but while it looked good on her, it made him look like he was weak. Like he might wither in direct sunlight.

      “Hey, Tiger!” Jen leaned over the short table with her arms extended, and I stood to give her an awkward hug. 

      “Jenny, good to see you.”

      Jen pulled back and glared at me for using her much-despised nickname. I knew how much she hated it. She knew I knew. But I did it to make a point—I wasn’t happy she dragged me out here tonight. 

      “You remember Frankie, right?”  

      As Jen turned to the side to slide into the booth next to Vinny, I caught sight of the woman whose face tormented my dreams and my every waking moment. It all came racing back to me. Vinny and Vivian and Frankie, when I was at Riverside with Jen. The heat of Frankie’s skin under my fingers as I slipped the money inside her shirt. But even more damning, the feel of her body pressing down on mine in that office down in Arizona a couple weeks ago, as her hands tugged my hair and her lips rained fire down upon me. 

      She had a deer in the headlights look to her, and I was sure the same expression was on my face. Before either of us said a word, though, everyone was all in a jumble. Matt and Ellen came back and greeted Jen and her friends. Ramon and Emily pulled themselves away from each other to greet Frankie. Jen shooed me over on the bench to make room for Matt and his girl so she could talk to them, and Ramon took off to flag down a waitress while Emily ushered Frankie to a seat. Everyone was moving and talking, but the instant my shoulder hit warmth, I was frozen in my spot.

      Frankie was there on my left and her presence stole my breath. I was so lost in her beautiful hazel eyes, it took me a minute to feel the wiggling beneath my fingers. 

      “Good evening, Mr. Bond.” Frankie’s voice was low and quiet in my ear, and sexy as hell. Her soft smile was one I’d seen in my dreams so many times—the way she smiled at me when she was waiting for me to get the punchline of her jokes that day in her hotel room. 

      “Good evening, Ms. Galore,” I said back, and I was rewarded with a flush of red in her cheeks as she dropped her gaze between us. My hand was still on hers. I brushed my fingers against her skin, and she pulled her hand out from under mine.  

      “Corey?” Jen’s voice drew my attention away from Frankie. When I looked up at her, her brow was furrowed and her lips pursed. She leaned closer, across Vinny and Vivian, to speak to me. “Do you need to move or are you gonna behave yourself?”  

      Jen, Vinny, and Vivian all glanced between me and Frankie, and I scowled at my little sister. Before I had a chance to respond, Frankie leaned forward, her shoulder grazing mine as she did. 

      “It’s fine, Jen, don’t worry.” 

      “Are you sure?”  

      Frankie nodded, jutted her chin out, and clapped me on the shoulder. “I've promised him I won't bite.” 

      Jen’s eyes whipped between me and Frankie like she was trying to figure out a puzzle with only half the pieces. To Frankie’s left, Emily leaned in and drew her attention away. Jen turned back to Matt and everyone was off again in their own little conversations.  

      Vivian made another attempt to talk to me, but I wasn’t interested. When her hand on my knee failed to get a rise out of me, she heaved a sigh and turned to Vinny.  

      “You two want to dance?” she asked. “I’d like to dance.” She pushed her brother’s shoulder and a chain reaction began. Matt, Ellen, Jen, and Vinny started scooting out of the booth. Vivian returned her attention to me, fingering the collar of my button-up shirt. “You want to dance?” 

      I shook my head as I looked out over the packed dance floor. “Nah, I’ll just stay here.” 

      After another deep sigh, Vivian sauntered off to the dance floor, drawing attention from men and women throughout the club as she passed.  

      “Corey, come with us,” Jen pleaded. I scowled at my little sister and she held her hands up in surrender. “Fine! Be that way.” She grabbed Vinny’s hand and dragged him across the room with Matt and Ellen in their wake.  

      It wasn't long before Ramon had Emily’s attention again. After a few long, overzealous kisses, the two got up and left the booth so I didn't have to watch them suck each other's faces off. 

      “Do they always do that?” Frankie chuckled, her eyes twinkling as she watched them walk away. Ramon’s hand was riding Emily’s ass like he was worried she’d fly away if he didn’t keep hold of her. 

      “Yep,” I said, popping my lips at the end of the word. “Every minute they’re together.” 

      “Makes me a little sick to watch it.” Frankie spoke so quiet I almost didn’t hear her over the music pumping through the club.  

      I chuckled and she turned to me, looking like she was embarrassed I overheard her musing. After a few tense moments, where our eyes were locked on each other, Frankie gave me a tentative smile. 

      “You did good today.” 

      I grinned at her and her eyes dropped to my lips. “You watched the game?” 

      She nodded, looking down at her hands in her lap. “And yesterday. And the opener.” 

      “You stalking me now?” I joked, bumping her shoulder with mine. 

      “I could ask you the same thing,” she answered. “You know I was going to be here tonight?” 

      “Doll, I didn't even know I was going to be here tonight. I got roped in.” 

      “Me too, actually.” 

      “I'm glad you came,” I told her. I ran my thumb along the pants seam at her thigh, slow, so as not to scare her off. “Your friends have made this night tolerable.” 

      Frankie shifted in her seat, scooting her leg away from me. “I don't have friends.” 

      “I don't believe you,” I responded. “Vivian and Vinny? This is the second time you’ve been out with them that I’ve seen. That, to me, says friends.” 

      “Cousins. Like I said, I don't have friends.” Frankie’s gaze drifted out over the club like she was trying to avoid mine. 

      “And the bartender? Mike or Mark or something?” 

      Her eyes flashed back to me. Her fists clenched in her lap and her whole face tightened, her mouth a thin slash across her face. My heart rose to my throat. “Unless you’re more than friends now.” 

      Frankie took in every inch of my face, her eyes sliding from my eyes to my forehead to my lips and back. “Mitch,” she said before looking down at her clenched fists. She relaxed them, shaking them out and pressing them into the bench on either side of her. “We’re just friends.” 

      Taking the opportunity she presented me, I ran the back of my fingers over hers. I leaned in a little closer. “I’d still like to be your friend.” 

      She clenched her hand into a fist again, but left it at her side, with my hand still settled on top. Without looking at me, she said, “I don't think that’s wise.” 

      With a huff, I pulled my hand away from her and grabbed my beer off the table in front of me. “Not wise?” I chugged the last of the lukewarm liquid before slamming it down on the table. “I don't get you, Frankie. One minute you’re jumping my bones, the next you’re slapping me and telling me to stay out of your life. You’ve been running away from me since the night we met. You know what I think? I think you're scared. I think you tasted something and you can't get enough of it, and it scares you. And that’s too fucking bad, because I'm tired of these games. You don't want to be my friend? Fine.” 

      I stood up to leave, but before I could take a step to exit the booth, a warm hand gripped my wrist. Frankie was looking up at me, the skin around her eyes pinched and her bottom lip sucked in between her teeth. 

      “I didn't say I didn't want to, Corey.” Her words damn near stopped my heart, and I dropped to the bench beside her. “I said it’s not wise.” 

      “What’s that mean? I'm not good enough for you?” 

      “No, it's nothing like that. It's just… I'm scared, alright? I'm scared you’re going to get hurt, and I don't want you to.” 

      “You're worried about me getting hurt?” I said with a laugh. But the look on her face stopped me. She was completely serious. “Look, doll, don't worry about me. I'm a big boy. I can take care of myself.” 

      Frankie’s brow wrinkled and I wanted to reach out and smooth away the lines. Not because it detracted from her beauty. It was just the opposite. She was a strong woman, I knew that from the minute I laid eyes on her. The hurt in her eyes made her more beautiful, made me want to wrap her in my arms and take away all her pain. 

      “I need to go.” She was so quiet I could barely make out her words. Her eyes dropped from mine to her hand, still wrapped around my wrist. 

      “You running away again?” I asked as I covered her hand with mine. 

      She shook my hand off and stood. “I'm sorry, Corey.” 

      “Frankie, please.” My voice halted her before she could step away. “I want this, you and me. Whatever it takes. Just please, don't go.” 

      She faltered there in front of me, swaying back and forth between the dance floor and the booth at my side. Her hands smoothed the fabric of her blouse and her pants as her eyes darted around the crowded room. At last, she looked back at me. 

      “I'm so sorry.” 

      My heart felt like it was locked in a vise as she walked away. I had to let her go. But I couldn't get her out of my mind. I couldn't help wanting to hold her, wrap my arms around her, and have her wrapped around me, too. 

      “What’d you do?” Jen’s voice cut through me and I pulled my attention away from where Frankie disappeared. What had it been? A minute? Five minutes? An hour? I had no idea how long I'd sat there staring after her, but I did know it had been too long. “What’d you say to Frankie, you ass?” 

      Next to Jen was Vinny. While my sister was looking at me like I skinned her cat, Vinny nodded at me, a grimace on his face, before glancing back the way Frankie left. I didn't even try to figure out what that meant. I stood and exited the booth. 

      “Corey, what the hell?” Jen grabbed my arm to stop me, but I shook her off. “What the hell is your problem?” 

      “Jen,” I said, glancing back at her and shaking my head. “Let it go.”  

      My sister yelled after me as I rushed through the crowd, but I didn't hear a word she said. Coming to the club was a mistake. Being with Frankie was a mistake. But no matter what I did, I couldn't stop wanting her.
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      Frankie 

       

      I couldn't bring myself to go to the next three days of home games. But I also couldn't keep from watching them, or the next weeks’ worth of away games, on TV. I felt like I was inches away from losing my sanity. I needed to see Corey, but I couldn't be close to him. I couldn't risk it, knowing how he made me feel. 

      It was worse knowing he felt something, too. My heart clenched in my chest when he begged me not to walk away. But it was the only thing I could do to keep him safe. 

      My cousins kept calling me, and I made the mistake of picking up once.  

      “What’s wrong, Frankie?” Vivian asked. Her voice was full of anger and I cringed, glad I wasn't there in person. “You’re freaking me out, acting like this. Poor Vinny doesn't know what to do. Jen’s sure her asshole brother did something to you.” 

      “He didn't do anything, Viv,” I assured her. “Tell Jen and Vinny this has nothing to do with Corey.” 

      “Do I need to have Daddy talk to you?” 

      “What? No!” I was shaking, my heart was beating so fast. Marco couldn't know anything about this. About me and Corey. “Jesus, Viv, just… I'm just… dealing with some stuff right now, okay? I need some time to figure this out.” 

      It took a while to talk her down. When she was finally assured I wasn't dead or dying, and there was nothing she could do to help me, I was able to hang up. I’d been ignoring all other calls from everyone except for Mitch. 

      “You’ve gotta talk to him, Frankie,” Mitch insisted over the phone.  

      “To who, Mitch? Corey or Marco? I talk to Corey, Marco will kill him. I talk to Marco, he’ll take it out on Corey. The only way to keep Corey safe is to leave him alone.” 

      “Frankie, darlin’.” Mitch’s voice softened, making me feel like he was right there with me, holding me in his arms. “If you don't do something, you’re hurting yourself. You’ve gotta try. You’ve gotta do something.” 

      “I know,” I said, so quiet I wasn't sure he could even hear me. Mitch was the only good thing in my life at the moment. But doing what he suggested would put him at risk, too. 

      Since I couldn't bring myself to do what I needed to do, I did the only thing I could to make myself feel better. Right down the block from the Savory was a small park with an open field of green, edged by trees and benches and a playground off to one side. Though the wind off the lake was a little much at times, I’d been taking yoga classes there at least once a day. Mornings were the worst. The early afternoon classes were my favorite. Not only was the temperature more bearable, but during the week there were less students attending. 

      With a minimal wind coming off the lake and the sun keeping the chill out of the early spring air, the park was busier than it had been recently. I was sitting on a bench just off the path, lacing up my shoes after my workout, when Corey jogged right past me.

      He turned off the trail and slowed to a stop, looking out over the sun-drenched water. With his hands on his hips, he turned his head up to the sun, soaking it in. I watched him, not sure if he was real or my imagination. Maybe my last shred of sanity had slipped and I was seeing things. Seagulls squawked in the distance, bikers and runners sped along the path between us, but for me, there was only him. 

      A dog barked somewhere behind me, and it snapped me out of my trance—a moment too late. It snapped Corey out, too. He turned back toward the path and his eyes immediately fell on me. The laces of my left shoe were still in my hand, my foot resting on the bench in front of me. I finished tying it and grabbed my yoga mat off the bench beside me as Corey walked straight toward me. He wiped his face on the front of his t-shirt and I caught a glimpse of his chiseled abs and the deep V that ran down into his sweats. My heart rate amped up and I was half-tempted to make a run for it. My hotel was so close, I could probably make it there before he could stop me. But I was frozen in place, watching him. 

      Corey stopped in front of me and looked around at the people in the park. When he glanced down at me and smiled, I let out a breath I didn't realize I was holding. 

      “You are unbelievable, Frankie.” I was about to yell at him, to insist I wasn’t stalking him. The park was right next to my hotel, the hotel I lived in. If anyone was stalking, it was him. But his next words were like a punch to the gut. “Yoga pants and a hoodie, and you’re still the most beautiful woman in the city.” 

      It took me a second to recover from what he said. I dragged my eyes away from him, looking out at the lake. “Vivian’s right across town.” 

      “Who?” When I looked back at him, there was no humor in his eyes. 

      “My cousin. Vivian.” He grimaced. He actually grimaced. “She’s pissed at you, you know.” 

      “What’d I do this time?” 

      “It's more what you didn't do.” I couldn't help the crooked smile that crossed my lips. It didn't even disappear when Corey sat down beside me, his leg and shoulder close to mine. I turned to him. We were close enough I could feel the heat coming off his body, fighting against the chill in the air. 

      “Then tell me what I didn't do.” 

      “She's very beautiful, Corey.” He shrugged, so I continued. “She’s tried twice now to get your attention, and you don't give it to her.” 

      “She's not my type anymore.” 

      “Your type?” I sat back and cocked my head at him. 

      “Yeah. Model thin, knows she’s beautiful, thinks she can have whomever she wants. More looks than brains. Not my type anymore.” 

      I wanted to argue, to defend my cousin. But I was more interested in him. “And what’s your type now?” 

      He turned his head and faced me, his deep blue eyes boring into mine. He shook his head and reached out to my knee, tapping it with his fingertips. “You are, Frankie.” 

      For a moment, I was soaring. Just for a moment, before reality hit me and I came crashing back down.  

      “You never answered me the other night.” Corey pulled his hand away from me. He looked like he was braced for a fight.  

      I studied his face. When I responded, my words came out slow and cautious. “What was the question?”  

      “Can we be friends?” 

      “Corey…” God, he made everything so hard on me. Why couldn’t he leave me alone, find someone else to be with? Someone whose uncle wouldn’t kill him for what we’d already done? It hurt like hell, wanting him as badly as I did and knowing it was putting his life at risk. I couldn’t let Marco hurt him. Was my happiness really worth risking his life?

      I bent over and put my face in my hands, feeling like I could sob. When I pushed myself up, I went all the way, slipping the strap to my yoga mat over my shoulder and standing up. Corey was right there beside me, looking at me like he thought I was going to run away.  

      And what I wouldn't give to be able to do that, to dodge the whole conversation. I turned and started along the path, the one that lead down closer to the lake. He didn’t leave my side, which both thrilled me and frightened me. We walked together in silence for a while, letting the sun soak into our skin while the breeze off the lake cooled the air around us. I felt like I could be with him here, away from prying eyes. When we came to an empty bench that looked out over the water, I stopped and took a seat. I didn't look at Corey as he sat down next to me. I was too afraid of what I’d see there. 

      “I'm not used to depriving myself of what I want,” I told him as a seagull swooped down to pick at something in the water. “It’s uncomfortable for me.” 

      “And what are you depriving yourself of, doll?” 

      I didn’t answer immediately, but instead, I found the nerve to look at him. 

      “You have to understand, I'm trying to protect you.” 

      He shook his head with a small smile on his lips. “I don't need protection.” 

      “Yes, you do.” 

      “From who?” he asked, a laugh in his voice and his eyebrow raised. 

      Why was everything so much harder than I expected? I looked away from his deep blue eyes, back across the water. Then, “You know Vivian and Vinny are my cousins, right?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “Vivian and Vinny Leonetti.” 

      “Yes, Vivian and Vinny Leon… Leonetti?” He stuttered, his eyes wide as he gaped at me. “As in, Marco Leonetti?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “The owner of the team is your uncle?” 

      “Yes.” 

      He was silent a moment before he spoke. “And you think you need to protect me from him?” 

      “Do you enjoy playing baseball, Corey?” 

      “You know I do, or I wouldn't be here.” He sounded amused. I wished he’d take me more seriously, but I didn’t know how to make him. “You think he’ll kick me off the team if we’re together?” 

      “No,” I said, looking back at him again. “I think he’ll kick you out of the sport. Blackballed for life.  That is, if he doesn’t kill you first. He’s very protective of me.” 

      Corey laughed.  

      “It isn't funny,” I told him. Without meaning to, I reached out and grabbed his hand. I wanted to pull away, but I didn’t. “You don't understand my uncle, what he’s capable of. What he’s done before. My mother was his baby sister, and he promised her on her deathbed he’d look out for me.” 

      “You’re right, I don’t understand.” Corey ran his thumb over my knuckles, making my heart jump erratically in my chest. “Why don’t you explain it to me?”  

      I tried to remember how I explained it to Mitch. I wanted Corey to believe me, like Mitch did. I wanted him to understand that by merely being in my presence, his life could be in danger.  

      “My high school prom date had his car vandalized the week before the dance,” I started. “Tires slashed, baseball bat taken to the head and taillights. He was a pizza delivery driver. He got out of his car to bring a pizza up to a customer and came back five minutes later to find his car ruined.”  

      “Your uncle vandalized a car?” 

      “My uncle would never do that.” I glanced up at Corey, then looked away. “My uncle has people for that.” 

      “I'm glad you’re worried about my baby,” he joked. 

      Ah, yes. His beloved car. 

      “I never got to go to prom. I never went on any dates in high school, especially after that. I thought I was free of him when I got to college, but somehow my strait-laced boyfriend was found with drugs in his car, his dorm, and on his person, and he was expelled from school. My next boyfriend had his apartment burned down, and he and one of his roommates barely got out alive. After that, I stopped dating. It’s not worth it to put people at risk.” 

      “You think your uncle had that done.” 

      “I know he did.” 

      Corey leaned toward me, and when he spoke again, his voice was so quiet it made me want to lean closer to hear him. “Can't you tell him to stop?” 

      “I can tell him all I want,” I said. “It doesn't mean he’ll listen to me.” 

      We both fell silent. Corey was still holding my hand, running his thumb over my knuckles. I wished he'd stop. I wished I had the courage to take my hand away from him, but I wanted to hold on a little while longer.  

      “So, where does that leave us?” Corey asked. “Do I have to choose between you and my career?” 

      “There can't be an us, Corey. Don't you see?” I pulled my hand away from him and looked out across the water, to the boats that were speeding by. “I'm not going to be responsible for you losing everything you have.”  

      “Shouldn't I have a say in this? Don't I get to choose? It is my life we’re talking about.” 

      I swallowed down the lump forming in my throat. “There isn't a choice for you. I’ve already chosen. I won't let Marco ruin you.” 

      Corey grabbed both my hands in his and pulled me back so I was facing him. “See, here’s the problem with that. I'm not used to depriving myself of what I want, either. And I want you, Frankie. You can't deny we’re good together. And I can't stop thinking about you. Everything about you. You consume me, and I want you in my life. I want to see where this can go. My car, my job, my apartment? Those are just things. And for a chance with you, I’m willing to take that risk.” 

      “You don't even know me,” I said, my head shaking as much as my resolve. “What if the reason you want me is because you can't have me? I'm just a challenge to you.” 

      “You are a challenge to me,” he said. He released my hand and ran his fingers across my cheek. I closed my eyes and leaned into him. “But I don't think that's what this is. And I don't think you believe that either.” 

      I didn't say anything. I couldn’t if I had a chance. Corey kissed my lips, a long, lingering kiss, putting everything he could into it. And it took everything in me not to respond. When he pulled away, it was with a heavy sigh. 

      “I’ll wait for you, Frankie,” he said, his lips brushing the skin near my ear. “One of these days, you’ll realize you want this as much as I do.” 

      With another brief kiss on my lips, Corey got up and walked away, leaving me alone on the bench. Alone in the city. 

      Alone in the world. 

      I felt broken, and I hated it. I hated that Marco tried controlling my life, using some promise to my mother that he’d take care of me as an excuse. And worse than anything, I hated that I continued to let him. I prided myself on independence, yet when it came to my relationships, I always backed down.

      A tear trickled out of my eye and carved a path down my cheek. When it fell off my jaw and hit the bare skin on my chest, I stood and slung my yoga mat over my shoulder. I ran back to the hotel, to my car, and slipped inside. There was something I needed to do. If I didn’t do it now, I might lose my nerve. 

      And I’d never forgive myself. 

      I ignored the strange looks I got from my staff as I rushed into my office wearing my workout gear. It took forever for my computer to boot up, but when it did, it took me just a minute to login to our employee database and find what I was looking for. I grabbed a sticky note from my desk drawer and scribbled down his address. I didn’t bother shutting my computer off. I grabbed my car keys and rushed out of the building as fast as I could.

       

      

      Corey 

       

      I couldn’t believe it. I just couldn’t. Frankie Sarcone was Marco Leonetti’s niece. 

      Of course, I’d heard the rumors about him. Marco was a powerful man, and he had ties all over the world, in business and beyond. Good and most definitely bad. But that didn’t mean I was willing to give up. I didn’t understand why Frankie kept fighting us. Surely, she could talk some sense into her uncle. Surely, he would understand she had to live her own life eventually.  

      The worst thing was, I’d bared my soul to the woman, and she completely ignored me. She sat there without moving while I tried to portray the depth of my feelings for her through that kiss. That’s what was killing me. That’s what had me pacing the floor of my apartment, wearing a path in the hardwood.

      My run to the stadium and back had me sweating bullets. But I’d worked up even more of a sweat with my pacing, and I couldn’t bring myself to stop. I wanted a chance. I wanted to show Frankie how good we could be together. She drove me crazy, got my heart rate up just by thinking about her. She’d worked herself under my skin and into my heart without even trying. 

      A scream built in my chest, but before I could release it, there was a knock at the door. I was tempted to ignore it. It was probably Madison—the last person I wanted to see. What I’d said to Matt the other night was true. I was over her. Even without Frankie in my world, there was nothing there but mediocre sex anyway, and all her craziness was too much for me. I’d already blocked her number, and I was doing everything I could to avoid her.

      When a second knock on the door sounded, I realized it wasn’t Madison. She wasn’t the kind to keep trying if I didn’t answer. She was more likely to stand down the hall near her apartment, waiting for me to either come or go. I’d been ambushed more than once before. 

      Looking out the peephole awarded me with a view of the ceiling, since I still hadn’t fixed the damn thing. I threw open the door and was caught off guard by the sight in front of me. There was a woman there, but it wasn’t Madison. She was too short, had too many curves, though she’d gotten part of the wardrobe right. Black cropped yoga pants, topped off with a blue and black hoodie Madison wouldn’t be caught dead in. When she turned around, my heart jumped to my throat. 

      It was Frankie. 

      She had her hood up over her head, like she was hiding from someone. But her beautiful hazel eyes were peeping out from under the sweatshirt. There was silence in their depths. I wanted them to be screaming, to tell me what she was doing at my apartment, because she wasn’t talking. 

      I stepped back from the door and, after a beat, she brushed past me. She stopped in the foyer, her back to me, as she stood there looking around the bare space. My skin tingled with the need to touch her, but I was afraid. Afraid she’d run away again. Afraid she’d take my heart with her. 

      She turned around and faced me when I stepped up close behind her. She looked broken but beautiful, her eyes sad, her skin dewy with sweat. The world around me disappeared. The only thing I could focus on was her. 

      “I can't do it anymore.” Her voice was so quiet, so full of pain, it made my throat constrict.

      “Do what?” I choked out.

      “Deny myself what I want.” She looked up and searched my eyes, and my heart hammered in my chest. “I won’t let Marco control my happiness anymore.”

      “Frankie.” Lifting a hand to her cheek, I placed the other on her hip. She slid her hands to my chest, then tipped her face up as I bent my head to hers. When our lips met, there was no sensual dance like we’d shared in the past. Just soft lips, moving together as one. I felt her everywhere. Her hands on my chest, her scent in my nose, the soft sounds escaping her throat as the kiss deepened, and the taste of her tongue on my own. 

      It could have been hours, that kiss. It could have been days, and I would have been happy to do it for years. But she stopped abruptly, pulling away.

      “What’s wrong?” 

      “I’m scared.” Her voice trembled out on a quiet breath. “I’ve never done this before. I’ve never done relationships.” 

      “Trust me.” I ran my thumb across her lips and planted a gentle kiss at the corner of her mouth. 

      “I’ve never done trust.” 

      “I won't let you fall, Frankie. I’ll take care of you. Just give me a chance.” 

      Sliding my hands down her shoulders and arms, I laced my fingers with hers. I pulled her to the couch and sat down with her next to me. She shivered as I ran my hands back up her arms to her face, cupping her cheeks in my palms. I dropped a kiss to her lips, then pulled back.  

      Frankie’s eyes were closed and worry creased her brow. I rubbed my thumb over her forehead, over her eyebrow, across her cheekbone, along her jawline. As I slid my hands down her long, delicate neck to her collarbone, I leaned in and kissed her again. She relaxed into me and slid her arms around me, hugging me to her.  

      It was heaven. 

      I pulled away from her lips and tucked my head into the crook of her neck as I wrapped my arms around her. We sat there, holding each other, making up for lost time. 

       

      

      Frankie  

       

      Corey held me in his arms on his couch for hours. It wasn't until the sun started going down that either of us bothered to move. It felt so right, being there with him. Like there was nothing in the world that mattered but being right there. Our growling stomachs had other thoughts on the matter. Corey wanted to take me out on a proper date. 

      “There’s a fantastic restaurant not far from here,” Corey said, pleading his case. “They have the best lobster tempura you’ll ever have. Then we can walk up the street and get some popcorn from Garrett’s.” 

      “Do you want to get yourself killed?” I asked.  

      In the end, he gave in, knowing how uncomfortable I was. 

      “I feel so naughty,” he joked as we shared a few sushi rolls and a bottle of sake he had delivered not long after. “Like I’m your dirty little secret. You want to punish me for being naughty?” 

      Ultimately, that was the wrong thing to say. Or maybe it was said at the wrong time. It resulted in me spraying him with a mouthful of sake as I laughed uncontrollably. His shock as the warm liquid hit him square in the face had me falling out of my chair to the floor in a fit of giggles. Not wanting to be left out, Corey joined me on the floor, tackling me and spraying me down with his own mouthfuls of liquid.  

      Once he started licking the alcohol from my skin, I decided I’d had enough to eat. We threw the remains of our supper into the fridge before I dragged him to his bedroom. 

      “Corey, please!” I gasped and dug my fingernails into his shoulders, panting. 

      “Not yet, doll. You know what I want.”

      A date. He wanted a date. Me and him, not hidden behind the walls of his apartment. I was adamant it couldn’t happen.

      Corey returned his mouth to my body, licking and kissing every inch of my skin. He’d been at it for half an hour, and it was sweet torture, what he did to me. Torture that was making my resolve shake.

      “We can’t.” I whimpered as he pulled away. Squirmed when he started again, so ready for him it hurt. 

      “You have to give me something,” he told me before flicking his tongue at the sweet spot between my thighs. I screamed in both pleasure and pain and my hips bucked against him.  

      “Please! I’ll do anything!” 

      “Anything?” Corey stopped his assault and grinned up at me. I was doomed and I knew it. He crawled up my body, his naked chest settling against mine, one of his thighs putting pressure between my legs, keeping me on edge. “Come with me to New York.” 

      “New York?” I asked. I was so worked up, I wasn’t sure what he was asking. 

      “In a few weeks, we play in New York. I want you to come. I want to take you out. Up there, Marco won't know.” 

      Before I could respond, Corey’s lips covered mine, his tongue teasing me as he increased the pressure between my legs. “Come for me, Frankie.” 

      I moaned against his mouth and pushed myself up against his thigh. “Yes, Corey! Please, yes!” 

      “You’ll come?” He grinned down at me and ran his nose along mine. 

      “Yes, I’ll come!” My hands grasped at him with desperate strokes, trying to tempt him to give me what I needed. 

      “Promise?” 

      My eyes locked on his. I forced my words out, knowing if I didn’t, he’d keep teasing me. “I promise I'll go to New York, and you can take me out. Now, please!” 

      “Tell me what you want, doll.” 

      “Fuck me, Corey!” 

      “No.” 

      “What?” I whined as my need pooled deeper. 

      “No, Frankie, I'm not going to fuck you. I'm going to make love to you, nice and slow. I'm going to make you feel better than you ever have.” 

      Corey's mouth came down on mine, slowly, like he promised. His hands traveled my body, causing tremors to run across my over-sensitive skin. He parted my legs, gently, slowly, and settled himself down, pushing deep, easing the ache inside of me with every second. 

      “Oh, Corey!” I gasped as I raised my hips to meet his, fighting each stroke to make him go faster. His lips traveled down my neck to my breast and he took my nipple between his teeth, giving it a gentle tug.  

      “Slow down, baby, slow down.” His deep, husky voice had me quaking beneath him, and it was all I could do to stop myself from exploding. When it all became too much for me, when my body was threatening defection, I clamped my knees together against his waist and bit down on his shoulder. And as if he knew my body as well as I did, he picked up his pace, slamming into me fast, once, twice, dragging me over the cliff before he thrust once more and followed right after.
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      Corey 

       

      Waking up next to Frankie in the morning was second only to making love to her. With her warm, naked body pressed up against mine, nothing could stop me from running my hands over her silky-smooth skin. More than once I woke her with a kiss on her lips, which made her groan in appreciation and spread her legs wider, inviting me in. More than once she returned the favor, and I woke to find her lips around me, coaxing me out of my slumber with a silent plea from her tongue and mouth. 

      Every morning for a week, she was there in my bed. Every day we made love until she had to go to work or I had to go to practice or a game. And every night, after a late dinner, I'd drag her into my room, or she’d drag me, and we’d make sweet love until our bodies couldn't take it any longer and we'd fall into a deep, restful sleep. 

      Vinny flew Jen in again for some of the games, and, nice guy that he was, he allowed me to spend some time with my little sister. He also put her up in a hotel room, which made being with Frankie at night a possibility. 

      It made it difficult to keep despising him so much. Between Jen and Frankie, I might have started to like him a little. 

      Frankie came to all the games, often sitting with her cousins and my sister. And some nights we went out with them, finding Ramon, Matt, Emily, and Ellen there, too. Frankie insisted no one could know about us being together. It made for some pretty wild arguments between us, and some even wilder makeup sex. When we did go out with our friends, we pretended to be nothing more than friends ourselves. It was hard, not touching her every minute we were together. Once, after she ran her foot up and down my leg under the table for a half hour, I begged her to let me take her in the restroom, because there was no way I could make it home otherwise. It was almost as hot as finding her without underwear that first night in the elevator. Since we timed it right, our friends never suspected a thing. 

      All that time together had its downfall. The three days I spent in Pittsburg without her were hell on earth. Her texts to me carried an undercurrent of sexual innuendo that anyone other than the two of us would have had a hard time deciphering. It made it hard. Real hard. And her teasing phone calls after the games were too much to bear. 

      “Touch yourself for me, Frankie,” I’d beg over the phone as I laid in bed at night. 

      And that’s all it would take for her to start talking dirty, for her to bring me to the brink before throwing me off the cliff. 

      The next ten home games and two days off were some of the best of my life. My hunger for all-things-Frankie never ceased, and my joy made everything I did better. The woman drove me mad, and I didn't know what I’d do if I couldn't have her. I wasn’t looking forward to the three-day spread in Milwaukee before I’d meet Frankie in New York. I tried to pretend it wasn't happening even as I left her in my bed, naked and satiated, before heading to the stadium to catch the team bus to the airport.  

      “Why are you acting so chipper?” Matt asked as he saw me lounging against the white cinderblock wall, waiting for the rest of the team to get there so we could board. I was grinning like a fool, thinking of my girl and what she did for me before sending me off this morning. 

      “Chipper?” I asked, trying to smooth the smile off my face. “What are you, British?” 

      “Ah, don’t tell me. Someone got lucky last night.” 

      Laughing, I shrugged, unable to lose the smile. Lucky was definitely the word for it. Lucky, more than once last night. And of course, once this morning in the shower. And another time in bed before I left. 

      “You and Madison back at it, eh?” 

      All the warmth of the morning drained straight out of me and I scowled at my friend. “Madison? Where the hell did you get that idea? I told you, I’m over her.” 

      “Oh yeah?” Matt looked at me like he didn’t believe a word I said. “That why she’s been skirting the edges of the bar each night waiting for you to take off? Ironic how she always leaves about two minutes after you, Lucas.” 

      “If she’s there, she’s not with me. And I’m certainly not with her.” I wracked my brain, trying to remember the last time I saw her. 

      “Not you, huh?” Matt said, like he still didn’t believe me. “Well, there’s a lot of money and fame around lately. Maybe it’s a coincidence. Maybe she’s chasing someone other than you” 

      Before I could respond, Ramon’s loud voice called out. I turned and looked down the hall and had to force my jaw not to drop to my toes. 

      “Looky who I found!” Ramon crooned as he stepped up beside us. His arm was around a woman dressed in a smart grey suit and red blouse, hair up in a tight bun, and dragging a suitcase behind her. But it wasn’t his woman.  

      “If it isn't Miss Frankie,” Matt said as he stepped forward and wrapped his giant arms around my girl. “How you doing, sweetie?” 

      “Never better,” Frankie replied. Her eyes caught mine over Matt’s shoulder and she winked at me. When she pulled back, she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before stepping over to me. 

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as she reached to give me a hug. I wrapped my arm tight around her and suppressed a groan as she ran her hand down the front of my unbuttoned suit jacket. 

      “Oh, you know,” Frankie said as she pulled back and pinched my cheek. “I can't get enough of you.” She turned back to Matt and Ramon and smiled. “So, I thought I'd catch a ride with you and see what the lovely Milwaukee has to offer.” 

      “You know, we’re going to New York next.” Ramon smiled and wrapped his arm around her shoulders again. “You should stay on and party with us. Emily and Ellen will be there.” 

      “You know, maybe I will.” 

      Frankie walked out to the parking lot with us. She greeted other players and staff who were traveling to Milwaukee as we lingered outside of the buses. I was dying to talk to her, to ask her the real reason she was here, but she avoided me every time I got close. I even shot off a text to her, begging her to talk to me, to no avail. It wasn't until we were getting seated on the plane that I got a response. 

      Frankie: I told you already. Text me your room number when you check in. 

      I thought back, trying to remember what she said, what answer she could have possibly given me. And then it hit me. 

      I can't get enough of you. 

      I was grinning like a damn fool as we took off and through most of the short flight. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Besides the dozens of missed calls from blocked numbers, there was a text from Frankie waiting for me on my phone when our first game ended. I’d been looking forward to a long night in, just me and Frankie and my hotel bed. But her text had me worried. 

      Frankie: Meet me at midnight at the front of the hotel. 

      First her unexplained trip to Milwaukee with us, now this? I wasn't sure what to expect. And I certainly didn't expect what I got. 

      Outside the hotel, leaning against the most gorgeous car I’d ever seen, was the most gorgeous woman I’d ever laid eyes on. Frankie wore a tiny little dress, deep blue skirting her beautiful thighs, fading to a baby blue as it climbed the swell of her breasts and wrapped in a delicate twist around her neck. She was absolutely breathtaking, so much so I didn’t pay any attention to the piece of machinery she was leaning against. 

      “Hey, baby,” she said with a delicious smile on her face. “I brought you a little surprise.” 

      I moaned as my eyes leveled on her breasts. “Can I take it inside and unwrap it?” 

      She slapped me across the chest with her pocketbook before stepping aside and motioning to the car behind her. “This is my baby.” 

      My eyes took in the sleek silver coupe in front of me before flashing back to her. “Wait, your baby?” 

      “Porsche 911 R. They don't get much nicer than this.” 

      “This… this is yours?”  

      “Well.” Frankie slid her hand along the frame before she shrugged and looked at me. “I’m renting this one, but I do have one exactly like it back at home.” 

      “Damn.” I was at a loss for words. I loved my car, my sweet little Corvette convertible. But it was nothing compared to this ride. I knew Frankie had money, being related to Marco Leonetti and all, but…damn. 

      “Come on, hot stuff,” Frankie said, motioning to the driver's side door. “Let's go do something naughty.” 

      My eyebrows perked up in interest. “Naughty?” 

      “Well, you’re not on the rental agreement, so I really shouldn't let you drive this thing. But…” She ended with a smile so tempting I debated whether I wanted to get in the car or drag her upstairs to my room. 

      “If you insist,” I told her. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and swing her in the air, but I couldn’t. No PDAs beyond a hug in greeting or goodbye—that was her rule. A rule I hated every time she placed those perfect lips on Matt or Ramon’s cheeks. I walked around and slid into the driver's seat as Frankie settled in beside me. Then I peeled out of the hotel driveway and sped through downtown Milwaukee. 

      The car was a dream. I’d never felt so much power before, and it was spoiling me the same way Frankie had when it came to women. It had me considering selling my baby and investing in one of these for myself.

      We drove around aimlessly for an hour, and suddenly Frankie’s grip on my thigh tightened. “Pull over, baby. It's my turn to drive.” 

      I groaned, both in pleasure her touch brought me and in pain at having to get out of the driver’s seat. Frankie directed me off the freeway, into what appeared to be a dark, residential neighborhood. I reluctantly got out of the car and walked around to the passenger side, my eyes never leaving that gorgeous silver frame. I was seated in the passenger seat before I realized something was off. Frankie reached in and reclined the seat, then climbed in on top of me. 

      “What are you doing, doll?”  

      “I told you, it’s my turn to drive.”  

      Frankie pulled the door shut and straddled my waist before her lips attacked mine. She had my shirt nearly off my body before my mind caught up. I let her slide it over my head and accepted her greedy tongue in my mouth before I grabbed her thighs and pulled her closer. 

      Her skin was silky smooth and cold. I hadn't given a thought to the cool spring night. I rubbed my hands up her legs to warm her as she made quick work of the button on my jeans. 

      “Fuck! Frankie!” I gasped as my hands found another delicious surprise. My favorite kind: no underwear. Damn, I wanted to bury myself between her legs, but my jeans were still on and her lack of panties was making it hard for me to help her remove my pants. 

      When they were down below my knees, Frankie pushed her hand against my chest. “Lay back, baby, it’s my turn to drive.”

      She grabbed a condom from her pocketbook and slid it on my cock. I was throbbing for her and getting harder by the second when she reached up and unclasped her dress. It fell to her waist, exposing her breasts, and the girl pushed me back in the seat as I tried to lean forward to suck one of her beautiful tits into my mouth.

      “Oh, doll, you’re killing me!” I groaned as she settled herself on top of me. 

      Frankie’s knees slid off the seat on either side of me, dropping her fully down on my cock. I moaned in pleasure. I'd never been buried so deep inside of her before. She started a relentless pace, grinding against me as she pushed me back into the seat. She threw her head back, and it was all I could do to keep my eyes open, to watch her give in to the pleasure coursing between us.

      As her pace quickened, I thrust my hips up to meet her every move. She tightened around me, her muscles squeezing me, milking me for all I was worth. My balls tightened and I couldn't hold back, seeing the look of pure ecstasy on her face. My orgasm ripped through me at record speed and I spilled myself inside my girl. 

      Frankie fell on top of me, and I grasped her to me as if she might disappear. I claimed her mouth and groaned as she squeezed my cock still deep within her walls. 

      “That was amazing, baby,” Frankie said in my ear. She nibbled at my earlobe, then lifted up and released me from her grip. 

      I shook my head as she pulled back to look into my eyes. “I don't know what you’ve done to me, Frankie. Whatever it is, I don’t want you to stop. Ever.” 

      Her face scrunched up and she buried her face in the crook of my neck. “Oh, Corey,” she said, “I don't ever want to stop.” 

      My arms held her tight until the cool night air seeped into the car and goosebumps rose on our skin. Then we both got dressed before she drove us back to the hotel. She dropped me off at the front door, then drove around to the parking garage. When she met me in my room ten minutes later, she said nothing as she dropped her dress to the floor and climbed into my bed.

      Something changed. Something about Frankie was different than it was this morning. But the look on her face told me she didn’t want to talk. I climbed in beside her and bent to taste the skin she wouldn't let me touch in the car. She was perfect. Everything about her was perfect, and I couldn't get enough.  

      Frankie and I rocked together, slow and steady, making love until we both fell apart once again, and then fell asleep in each other's arms.
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      Corey 

       

      “What color did you get this time?” 

      “Mmm,” Frankie hummed against my neck. “I thought about getting red for you, but they didn’t have any available. So, I got silver again.” 

      “I’m fine with silver,” I said. I slid my hands up her waist and shoulders and cupped her cheeks. “It reminds me of Milwaukee.” 

      “I like Milwaukee,” she said before she pressed a gentle kiss to my lips. “Now go, before we do something we’ll regret.” 

      “Yes, ma’am.” I kissed her quickly before I slipped out of the hotel room.  

      When we got to New York, Frankie went off and rented another Porsche. The girl wasn’t kidding when she told me she didn’t like to deprive herself of things she wanted. We were here for three days, and she’d only drive it a couple times, yet she splurged on this pricey baby.  

      But I wasn’t complaining. She was letting me take it out for a spin. 

      Of course, we needed more condoms. I brought what I thought would be enough for New York. I hadn’t planned on having her in Milwaukee. We ran through my entire supply and were forced to abstain this morning. Seeing her naked in the shower left me with a bad case of blue balls, and I was hoping I’d cool off a bit while driving this baby to the drugstore and back. 

      I grabbed an economy size box of condoms off the shelf and headed to the checkout line. On my way, I stopped to look over a display of roses for sale. They had every color imaginable, and I had to wonder why. It wasn’t Valentine’s Day or Mother’s Day or anything like that. I trailed my fingers over the petals. Pink. Yellow. White. I stopped on red. I picked one out and pulled it toward me, breathing in the scent. It was beautiful, like my Frankie.  

      Taking the rose and the condoms, I turned back to the checkout. I grabbed a pack of gum off the shelf below the counter and whipped out my credit card. I was shoving a stick of gum in my mouth when I stepped up beside the Porsche. My feet crunched beneath me. I looked down and found a sprinkling of blue glass all over the ground. Looking up, I found the source.  

      “Fuck.” The driver’s side window was shattered. There was a long, jagged scratch across the door, and the front tire was flat from a gaping hole in the top. “Fuck!” I rushed around the other side of the car and verified there was no other exterior damage. Inside the car, the pink sweater Frankie wore on the plane last night was ripped in two, and the black leather driver’s seat had a slash across the middle. 

      I grabbed my phone from my back pocket and stared at it dumbly before turning back to the drugstore. I asked the clerk to call the cops, then went back and stood on the curb. I felt like I could scream. 

      A fucking Porsche. Seriously? Who would do such a thing? I pounded my phone against my head, ran my hands through my hair, and yanked hard as I yelled out my frustration. Then I steeled myself for what would surely be one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. 

      “Frankie?” I said into my phone, my voice like gravel in my throat. “Doll, I’m so sorry. I need you to come down here.” 

      

      Frankie 

       

      The minute Corey stepped out the door and it closed between us, I grabbed my laptop out of my tote. I set myself up on the table near the window, planning to do some work. I had to get my mind off of him or I’d never get anything done today. While waiting for the machine to boot up, I pulled my hair up into a ponytail, smoothing it down and untucking a couple tendrils to fall around my face. I loved it when Corey kissed my neck, and he was more attentive to it when he had easy access. 

      I perused my emails, deleting junk and archiving messages I no longer needed. I shot off a few responses to my staff, delegating tasks that needed to be done while I was out of the office. I was here for work, technically. But with Corey around, I wasn’t getting a whole lot done. 

      Since that night in the car in Milwaukee, I had trouble concentrating. My every thought was consumed with images of his face and his body. His words echoed in my head over and over: I don’t want you to stop. Ever. 

      I didn’t ever want it to stop either. Corey had worked his way so deep into my heart, I was afraid I’d never be the same. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be the same. I wanted Corey. Every last piece of him. And it scared me. I couldn’t help but wonder if he felt as strongly as I did. Was it me he wanted, or the sex? He’d worked hard to convince me to give him a shot, and he broke my shaky resolve until I couldn’t say no any longer.  

      I didn’t ever want it to stop. 

      I was worried that someday he would. 

      This was the first relationship I’d ever really been in. Sure, there were a couple guys in college and that lame excuse for a boyfriend back in high school. But I never felt anything for any of them. I never felt anything for any of the dozens of men whose beds I’d shared, one night at a time. 

      Corey was different. He made me want to be different. He made me want to shake off the binds that held me back, break down the walls I’d built around my heart, and give myself fully to him forever. 

      It was heartbreak waiting to happen, but I couldn’t stop myself. 

      With my emails sorted, I pulled open a press release that needed to go out right away. I was halfway through it when my phone rang beside me, and I smiled at the name on the screen: Luke. The name Corey had told me when we first met. 

      “Hey, baby!” 

      “Frankie, doll… I need you to come down here.” Corey's voice shook as he spoke, and dread pooled deep in my gut.

      “What do you mean, you need me to come down there? Where’s there, Corey? What’s going on?” 

      “Shit…” Corey groaned and took a deep breath. “Something happened to the Porsche. The cops are on their way, but you’re the only one on the rental agreement. I’m so sorry, doll.” 

      “What happened to the car?” 

      “Someone… Damn. The police are here. You need to get down here, Frankie. They’re going to need to talk to you.” Corey told me where he was and disconnected. I grabbed my jacket, threw on a pair of flats, and rushed down to the taxi stand at the front of the hotel. 

      The entire ride to the drugstore, my mind was racing. I’d never heard Corey so terrified, and though he hadn’t said anything about being hurt himself, I worried something had happened to him. As the cab slid through traffic toward the drugstore, I saw him at the curb talking to a police officer. After throwing a twenty at the cab driver, I climbed out before he came to a complete stop.  

      Corey pulled me into his arms before I could say a word. “I’m sorry, Frankie. I’m so sorry.” 

      “What’s going on, Corey? Are you hurt? Tell me what’s wrong.” 

      He pulled back and looked at me, his brows furrowed, his eyes dashing back and forth between mine. “No, baby, I’m not hurt. Why would you think that?” 

      “You called me freaking out! What was I supposed to think? My God, Corey! Oh my God!” I was shaking in his arms. Relief flooded through me even as images of his broken body flashed through my mind. 

      “No, no, no. I’m okay. I’m okay, it’s just the car,” Corey soothed me, his hand rubbing my back as he pressed my head into his chest.  

      After a moment, the officer interrupted us and I got my first look at what happened. While not a total loss, the damage was still disturbing. Corey wasn’t on the rental agreement, so I was basically screwed. The insurance coverage I purchased wouldn’t cover the damage. It wouldn't have been so bad, but it was a fucking Porsche. 

      It took forever to deal with the cops and the tow truck, and I had to go to the rental company to try to get things figured out. Corey was allowed to leave so he could get back to the hotel and get ready for tonight's game, but I was stuck in the purgatory of dealing with the insurance company. 

      I missed the first pitch. I missed half the game. Instead of trying to get to the stadium, I went back to the hotel and tried to get some more work done while I watched the remaining half on television. By the time Corey returned to the hotel, tears were falling from my eyes. 

      “Frankie, doll, what’s wrong?” He scooped me up in his arms and cradled me in his lap on the couch. 

      “I was so scared, Corey,” I sobbed into his chest. “I thought something happened to you. I thought I’d lost you. And now I’m worried I will. I want to kill Marco for this! I—” 

      “No, baby,” Corey told me. “This wasn’t Marco.” 

      “Corey, he ruined a fucking Porsche to scare you off. Don’t you understand?” 

      “This wasn’t Marco,” he repeated, smoothing his hand against my back and kissing my forehead. “Think about it. It’s your car, not mine. No one has seen us alone together. The only time we’ve been together outside of the hotel room was back in Milwaukee, in the middle of the night.” 

      His words and his soothing tone calmed me a little, but I wasn’t convinced. “He has people everywhere. Anyone could be watching, could have ratted me out.” 

      “No, doll. This was a random incident,” Corey insisted. “Think about it. What did Marco do to your boyfriend’s car back in high school? All four tires slashed, head and taillights smashed? This was one tire, one window, one door, one seat. And it was your car, not mine. Why would Marco smash your car? Especially a Porsche? That doesn’t make sense.” 

      My sobs ceased at his logic but tears still fell from my eyes. I sucked in a raspy breath and buried my head further into his chest. 

      “What's wrong, doll? Talk to me.” 

      “I can’t lose you.”  

      Corey kissed my forehead again and pulled me in for a tight hug. “You’re not going to lose me, Frankie. You can’t get rid of me that easy.” 

      I laughed in spite of myself. I loved that Corey always knew what to say to make me feel better. 

      “You okay?” Corey’s lips whispered against my skin. 

      “Yeah,” I said back. 

      “Good.” He gave me a tight squeeze before loosening his grip. “Now, go get cleaned up. I’m taking you out.” 

      “I don’t want to go.” 

      “We’re going. You promised me.” 

      “Corey, what if Marco finds out about us? I’m scared he’ll hurt you.” 

      “We’ll deal with that when it happens.” He pulled his head back and looked deep into my eyes. “You can’t stop living because you’re scared. I’m okay. You’re okay. And you promised me I could take you out on a real date. Now go. Get ready.”  

      He pushed me off his lap, then swatted my ass as I walked away. I spun and glared at him, but I couldn’t keep a straight face when a grin split his beautiful face. I loved it when he smiled like that. 

      While Corey waited, I went into the bathroom and changed into a dress, sans underpants as a little surprise for Corey. Without the Porsche, we were forced to take a cab. I worried Corey would find his surprise before we got to the restaurant, as his hand kept creeping up my thigh as we crawled through traffic.

      We were given a table in the back of the darkened restaurant, hidden from the view of the other patrons, with only the light of a hurricane candle to illuminate the space. Corey tried to cheer me up throughout dinner, but he had to work so hard to get me to smile. By dessert, I started to feel better. We shared a slice of rich chocolate cheesecake with raspberry sauce drizzled on top. Between bites, I teased his jaw with my tongue. His dark eyes were hooded as he glanced down at me, and desire flooded through every inch of my body.  

      “I want you so bad, Frankie,” Corey scraped out as he kissed me. 

      “Maybe we should go back to the hotel?” I offered. 

      “No, doll, you’re not getting off that easily.” He grabbed my hand, kissed me deep one last time, and towed me out of the booth. I couldn’t get him to tell me where we were going, but before long it became apparent. 

      “The Empire State Building?” 

      Corey grinned at me. “I’ve heard it’s awfully romantic up there.” 

      My heart fluttered in my chest, even as my fear of losing him flooded through me again. I saw the rose he had been clutching when I got to the car this morning. He gave me everything, and I worried I was taking everything from him. 

      The view at the top was spectacular. Even better was the fact that Corey was there with me, his arms wrapped around my shoulders, his chest against my back, as we gazed out at the twinkling lights of the New York City skyline.  

      “It’s so beautiful up here,” I said as a gentle breeze whipped tendrils of hair around my face. 

      “Yes,” Corey agreed. “But nothing compares to you, Frankie. I could look at you forever and never get tired.” 

      Corey’s arms tightened around me and I leaned my head back against him. Tears sprang up in my eyes, but my arms were trapped under his and I couldn't move to wipe them away. One giant tear splashed down, off my cheek, landing with a splat on his jacket sleeve. 

      “Frankie?” Without waiting for me to respond, he spun me around and held my shoulders in his hands. “What’s wrong, doll? Why are you crying?” 

      I stepped closer and buried my face in my hands against his chest. I felt like such a fool. “You've given me so much and I will never, ever be able to repay you.” 

      “Is this about the car?” he asked. “I swear to God, I will repay you every last dime. Just tell me how much.” 

      “It’s not about the car. I don't care about the car.” 

      “Then what's it about?”  

      “I'm not good enough for you.” 

      Corey moved his hands to my cheeks, holding me steady with his eyes fixed on mine. “Why would you say such a thing?” 

      “Because it's true. I’m like my mother, Corey. She was nothing but a whore, and she died because of it. Without you, that's all I’ll ever be.” 

      “What are you talking about?” Corey shook his head, his eyes pleading for understanding. 

      “Marion Leonetti was a whore. That's what I'm talking about. That's my mother, and that's who she was.” I pulled my face out of his grasp and turned away from him, crossing my arms over my chest and staring off into the city lights. “She slept with every man she came near. She caught an STD. She ignored it. She got cancer and she died and left me alone, and when I grew up, I became just like her, turning to random men to try to find the comfort that was withheld from me my entire life. I don't even know who my father is.” 

      Corey put his arms around my shoulders again, pulling me back against him and burying his face in my neck. “What do you mean you don't know who your father is? Why is your last name Sarcone if your mom’s is Leonetti?” 

      “I don't know, a shot in the dark?” I barked out a bitter laugh. “Maybe she chose one of the johns she slept with? Maybe she put the names of all the men she’d been with on a dartboard and took her best shot? Lord knows how she came up with it.” I took a deep breath and swallowed hard against the tightness in my throat. “I can’t put this on you, Corey. I don't want that. I don't think we can be together. I'm not good enough for you.” 

      “Don’t say that. You—” 

      “It’s true!” 

      Corey’s voice rose as he burst out, “Frankie, would you be quiet and let me talk?” He stilled behind me as the eyes of the people further down the barrier glanced our way. When he continued, his voice was quieter. “I might not have grown up with a shit family like you. But I grew up with people who loved me. I know they love me. I know what love is, and I know I love you.” 

      “What?” I spun around, forcing his arms away from me. My heart was racing and my stomach churned. My legs gave out, like some cheesy-ass chick flick, and Corey grabbed me before I could fall to the ground. He dragged me to a quiet corner of the observation deck and folded his legs under me as he set me down in his lap. 

      “I love you, Frankie,” Corey whispered into my ear. My heart fluttered as he nuzzled my neck, and chills raced down my spine. “I love you. You are good enough for me. You're more than good enough for me. Every moment of the day I think of nothing but being with you. I don't fucking care what you came from. I care what you are, and I care that you have my heart. I want you, and only you, forever.” 

      I sat in stunned silence. Corey didn’t move his face from the crook of my neck, and his warm breath hitting my skin was the only thing reminding me to breathe. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t move. I felt like my body was going to explode. 

      “Talk to me, doll.” When I didn’t respond, Corey tried again. “I just poured my heart out to you, baby. If you don’t say something, I’m going to assume you want me to jump off the building, and I don’t think I can handle that. I’m kinda afraid of heights.” 

      His quiet chuckle was what got me. I turned my face toward his. “Are you serious?” 

      “Well, yeah, I mean… I don't exactly quake in fear or anything, but I'd rather not hang over the side of the building. The Hancock Tower observation deck isn't horrible, but you can fucking forget about trying to get me to go out on the Grand Canyon sky—” 

      “Corey.” 

      He had that crazy-ass grin on his face that I loved. “Yeah?” 

      “That’s not what I was asking about.” 

      “Oh.” He furrowed his brow and cocked his head to the side. “What were you asking?” 

      “You… really love me?” 

      His eyes fell to the ground and for a second my stomach went with them. But then he grinned again. “Yeah, I really do.” 

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, and his arms tightened around my waist, and I was so happy I felt like I could throw up. 

      “I love you, Corey Lucas,” I told him. “I love you.” 

      He let out a heavy breath, like he had been holding it in, waiting for me to respond. He pulled me in tighter, then his lips found my bare neck and I couldn't help but throw my head back to give him access to my delicate skin. 

      “I love you, Frankie,” Corey mumbled between kisses. “I want you so bad.” 

      There was no denying how bad he wanted me, the ridge in his pants growing hard beneath my thigh. 

      “Take me,” I taunted him. “Take me, please.” 

      He pulled back with a growl, his hooded eyes staring me down. “I want to make love to you, doll. I want you yelling my name as I torture you with my cock inside of you.” 

      “Please.” I moaned, desperately wanting the same thing. 

      “I want you in bed.” 

      “No!” 

      “Yes, baby. I want to take you back to the hotel and lay you out and make love to you the right way.” 

      Even in the darkness atop the building, I could see the change in his eyes. The lust was still there, but he’d found the restraint I was having trouble finding in myself. Corey pulled me off the ground and back down the elevator, settling in a cab next to me. His hand ran the length of my thigh, up and down, a slow torture, working me up. He refused to go higher, even as I wiggled in my seat, trying to get closer to him. 

      “When did you know?” I asked, breathless, trying to turn my thoughts to something other than what his hand was doing to me. 

      “You first,” he said, grinning. 

      “Milwaukee,” I told him. “In the car.” 

      “When I told you, I didn't ever want you to stop?” 

      I nodded and cuddled closer to him. “What about you?” 

      “Honestly?” Corey looked out the window of the dark cab, and I watched the city lights flash across his face. When he turned back to me, his eyes were full of wonder. “It’s the same for me. But really... In the elevator that first night. I knew then I'd never be the same.” 

      He kissed me with gentle, soft lips against mine, his warm breath heating my skin. I slid my hand down his arm and intertwined my fingers with his. Our hands were cold from being on top of the world, and a shiver of pleasure flowed through me. 

      “I have a surprise for you,” I told him, quiet so the cabbie couldn’t hear. I dragged my hand up my leg, raking his long fingers across my bare skin. Corey's eyes met mine and melted with desire as our hands reached the apex of my thighs, skin to skin, hot to cold. 

      “Fuck, Frankie,” he growled. “What are you doing to me?”
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      Frankie  

       

      Three nights in Milwaukee and three in New York were not enough. Especially after Corey opened his heart and declared his love for me. He’d always been attentive before, but after I told him I loved him, too, Corey made sure all my needs were met, both in and out of bed.

      We christened every surface in his hotel room on our last day in New York. We ordered an amazing breakfast feast from room service, and spent our free time talking about life. My heart ached as he went off to the game, knowing we’d be apart for a few days. While he was catching a flight with the team to St. Louis afterwards, I stayed until the next morning and then headed home. 

      I tried to throw myself into work and was able to get caught up on most of the tasks that needed my attention in those three days. Walking down the hall to grab some coffee, I overheard something that stalled my heart. 

      “I heard he brought her to the top of the Empire State Building one night.” It was Ally talking to Janine, their voices loud enough for everyone around them to hear.

      Every muscle in my body froze, right there in the middle of the grey cubicle farm between the upper-level management offices and the coffee station.

      “Oh, there she is! Frankie!” Janine said, waving me over.

      I wanted to run and hide. I wanted to fly to St. Louis, kidnap Corey, and go into hiding. Surely, if my staff heard about Corey and me, it was only a matter of time before Marco came beating down the door. I forced myself to move, to step out of the hallway closer to the two ladies. Ally and Janine were a few years older than me, but their smiles made them look like gossiping teenagers. 

      “Tell us about the ring!” 

      “Excuse me?” I asked, my voice strained. 

      “Ellen’s ring, silly!” Ally said. “What did it look like?” 

      It took a few minutes of back and forth before I was able to put my terror aside and understand what they were talking about. Ellen’s ring. Matt Cromwell's Ellen. He proposed to her atop the Empire State Building the night after Corey brought me up there. The girls knew nothing about my own trip to the top of the world. 

      I wanted to cry in relief.

      As my mind cleared, it started to work. The team plane took off in the middle of the night. Corey made it sound like some technical difficulty or last-minute scheduling change, and I wondered now if it had something to do with Matt’s proposal to Ellen. I spent a good deal of the night texting Corey while he waited for their flight to take off. 

      “I wasn't aware he proposed.” The girls groaned at the lost opportunity to gossip some more. “I was holed up in my hotel room, working.” 

      A smile tipped my lips. While I had spent the evening in my hotel room, I hadn’t exactly been working. But by merely mentioning I was, Ally and Janine calmed down and got back to work themselves. 

      Forgetting my coffee, I rushed back to my office. My cellphone sat on the desk where I left it, counting down the minutes until Corey was finished with the afternoon game. They’d have a late flight back, but I was beyond anxious to see him again. 

      I grabbed my phone and shot off a quick text, yelling at him in all caps for not telling me about Matt’s engagement. I glanced at the time and decided I'd had enough for the day. I still had a few hours before I could expect a response.  

      I needed to talk to someone. I needed to tell someone about Corey, about me, about the two of us, in love, in a real honest-to-God relationship. There was only one person I could tell, and he’d been off work the last couple nights. Tonight, though, Mitch would be at Riverside. I couldn't wait to talk to him. 

      After a quick stop at my hotel room so I could change out of my strait-laced business clothes and into a more comfortable knee-length skirt, I rushed down to Riverside. It was late enough that the bar and dance floor were packed. Mitch wasn’t there. His manager, Carol, made me a drink and told me he was on his dinner break but would be back within the hour. 

      I took a sip of my martini and set it on the bar while I turned and watched the band playing on stage. It was the same one that was playing the night Corey and I met. I shook my head at the drummer, remembering how I was willing to bed him down to fulfill my urges. I was so glad that didn't happen. Corey had become everything to me, had ruined me for all other men. 

      To my left was a redhead, and a blonde slipped onto the stool to my right. I was thankful to have women on either side of me, and that they were both chatting up the men they were sitting next to. I wasn’t looking for conversation. I caught the eye of a couple gentlemen at the tables near me, but I wasn’t looking for that anymore, either. I turned my back to them and grabbed my martini, throwing back a large gulp.  

      “God, I miss Mitch,” I muttered under my breath. I remembered now why I stopped coming here when he wasn't working. I loved Carol. She was great, she really was. But her martinis were shit. My mouth felt like I’d sucked on a salt block. I wondered if she dumped an entire jar of olive juice into the shaker. I pushed the drink aside, knowing I couldn't stand another sip of the swill. Mitch would make me a good one when he got here. 

      Through the mirrors behind the bar, I watched the band. The crowd seemed larger than normal, too many bodies packed in. I was beginning to sweat, and as I got warmer, I started getting dizzy. The pounding bass of the drums vibrated too much in my ears and soon I had a splitting headache. My hands trembled and I decided to step outside for some fresh air.  

      As I made my way to the door, the room started to spin like a Ferris wheel. The flashing lights on the dance floor turned the faces of the crowd a vivid purple. The shadows made their eyes bulging and black. I swore it was Halloween, because half the crowd was wearing wicked black horns on their heads. A couple dozen times, men wearing blinding yellow trench coats swept by me, bumping me into more black-eyed, purple-skinned, demonic forms. The floor felt like a bounce house beneath my feet, like every person in the room was jumping out of sync, and my stomach started to churn. 

      Suddenly, I was standing in the middle of the boardwalk, the cold lake water lapping at my feet. My skin felt like I’d been licked by a dog, every inch of me covered in a warm, sticky paste. I turned in circles, trying to get away from the giant orange mutt, trying to climb the steps to get on the plane as it started to take off into the blood red sky. The steps kept disappearing and I fell back into the lake. Each moment I couldn't find the stairs was like an eternity. I had to get to Corey before Marco did. I had to warn him the demons were coming. 

      A hand slithered across my shoulder like a snake, and I screamed as I turned toward the source. The creature in front of me had Mitch’s face, but it was covered in thick green scales that glimmered like jade in the moonlight. Beady little eyes stared back at me, and a thin red tongue flicked from its jaws between thick, black fangs. 

      “Frankie?” The voice sounded like Mitch. Maybe. Suddenly, I couldn't remember what Mitch sounded like. Then I couldn't remember what he looked like. My stomach heaved, and just as the contents emptied onto the ground, my legs gave out, my vision gave out, smell, taste, everything was gone. Only blackness remained.

       

      

       Corey 

       

      I couldn’t get the phone call out of my mind. Not during the excruciating wait for the plane to taxi to the runway before it began its long ascent. Not as I waited for the team bus to make its slow crawl through the nearly non-existent, middle of the night traffic. Not as I hopped in my Corvette and sped toward the Savory. 

      Her name popped up on my phone screen as it has so many times before. Frankie. My Frankie. 

      “Hey, doll,” I said into the phone after I got out of earshot of my teammates waiting to board the plane. “I miss you so—” 

      “Who's this?” The voice on the other end wasn't the angel’s song I was expecting. It was rough, anxious, and most definitely male. 

      “‘Who’s this?’ Who the fuck are you, and what are you doing with Frankie's phone?”  

      “Corey?” the guy asked. 

      “Where’s Frankie?” 

      “Is this Corey Lucas?” 

      “Listen, asshole—” 

      “No, you listen,” he interrupted, yelling in my ear. “I need to get ahold of Corey. It’s urgent. It's about Frankie. So, answer my fucking question and quit wasting my time.” 

      My heart lurched in my chest. “This is Corey. Where’s Frankie?” 

      “Frankie’s safe. Corey, she was drugged. I found her before anything could happen to her. She’s in her room at the Savory. She’s safe. But you need to get here as soon as you can. She needs you.” 

      “Fuck.” I grabbed a handful of my hair and yanked. “Who is this?” 

      “Mitch,” he told me. “The bartender from Riverside. Look, just get here, okay?” 

      “I’m in St. Louis. Shit. What’s she doing at the hotel? Shouldn’t she be at the hospital?” 

      “You know she wouldn’t want that. I know about Marco, Corey. And I know neither of you want him involved. She’s safe. Nothing’s going to happen. Just get here, okay?” 

      I exchanged my car for a valet ticket and rushed inside the Savory. The elevator had never been so slow. It was as if time had slowed. Every step toward her hotel room door felt like there was a wave of water pushing me back, keeping me from getting there. I pounded my fist on her door and after too long, it cracked open. 

      Standing in the doorway, backlit by the early morning sunlight streaming in the windows, was a half-naked man. His hair was wet, dripping water down onto the towel draped around his shoulders. The dark-wash jeans he wore hung low off his hips. His bare chest was ripped, and a tattoo showed at his throat. Another snaked down his sides and disappeared beneath his pants. 

      My eyes flashed over him, taking everything in in a split second, before I peered into the room. I could make out the form of an angel, silent and unmoving on the bed. Glancing back at Mitch, my fists balled up and I felt the urge to pound them against his face. 

      “What the fuck is this?” I asked as I barged into the room, my suit jacket swaying around my waist. 

      On the bed, Frankie was laying with a sheet and blanket wrapped snug around her. She was wearing a thin black tank top, and her hair was pulled back into a messy, off-centered ponytail at the back of her head. She turned to face me, slowly, like it hurt. Her face was a mask of pain as she whispered, “I’m sorry, Corey.” 

      “No. No, this is not happening.” I spun away from her, my legs shaking, my heart threatening to explode. Mitch was standing beside the door. I smashed my hands into his chest, throwing him back against the wall. “Fuck you,” I said in his face, my words loud and accompanied by spit.  

      Grabbing the door handle, I threw it open. There was yelling behind me, but I didn’t stop. I was halfway down the long, dim hall to the elevator when a hand clamped down on my shoulder. I could tell by the sheer force of the grip that it wasn’t Frankie. I spun back, swinging my fist as I did. Mitch dodged my swing, so I threw another with my other hand. My rage blinded me and missed that one too. I tried to right myself so I could swing again when a sudden burst of pain exploded across my cheek. 

      “No!” Frankie’s voice yelled out from nearby. “No, Mitch! Stop!” She was there at my side, clinging to my arm. I tried to shake her off, but the pain was too much. 

      “Get the fuck off of me!” As her hands disappeared from my body, another set of hands grabbed mine. My wrists were trapped in a vise grip and my arms were pulled hard behind my back.  

      “Calm down,” Mitch said to me. His voice was strained and cold. He grabbed the neck of my jacket and pushed me forward. I was forced to walk, though I struggled every step of the way. Frankie ran ahead of us and pushed open the door to her room just in time for Mitch to shove me through the doorway and then fling me across the floor. I landed face-first on the bed, and pain lanced through my cheek. 

      “Corey!” Frankie was by my side, clutching at my arm again, and I pushed her away. 

      “Get the fuck off of me!” I repeated. 

      Mitch pulled her away from me, hiding her body behind his, and my heart shredded. “Don’t you dare talk to your woman that way,” he said in that same cold, strained voice. 

      With my hand clutched against my face, his words broke through the rage and pain. 

      “My woman?” I peered up at him where he stood between me and Frankie. She was in tears, straining to get around him. 

      “Mitch, please!” 

      He released her and she flew to my side. Her hands hovered in front of me as if she’s afraid I'd break if she touched me.  

      “Corey, baby,” she said as her hand caressed my uninjured cheek. “Mitch,” she pled without taking her eyes from mine, “go get him some ice.” 

      Mitch grabbed an ice bucket off the dresser and left without a word. I crumpled on the bed, my cheek throbbing, my body and mind rebelling against each other. Frankie’s head was on my chest as she fingered my hand, pressing until it rolled over and she was able to slide her fingers between mine. 

      “I’m sorry, Corey,” Frankie said to me again. 

      “What’d you do, Frankie?” 

      “I don’t know. I did something stupid. I had to have, because I don’t remember anything. I don’t even know how I got here. The last thing I remember was texting you about Matt, then everything else is a blur.” 

      For a moment I was silent, stewing in her words and an uncomfortable sensation that I’d heard this before. I shook it off, then addressed the elephant that just left the room for a bucket of ice. “What’s Mitch doing here?” 

      “He said he found me walking around in the back room behind the bar. He said he tried asking me what happened, but I threw up on him and passed out.” Frankie’s breath heaved out of her, her shoulders shuddering against my side. “His manager, Carol, said she made me one drink, and it was still half-full on the bar where I left it.” 

      Her tears leached through my dress shirt under her head. It broke something inside of me and I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close to me. 

      “I’m so stupid,” she said, sobbing against my shoulder. 

      “No, doll. You were drugged.” 

      “But I let it happen. I know better. Marco taught me better. Never leave your drink unattended. Never take your eyes off your drink. I must have done something, or this never would have happened.” 

      A quiet knock sounded on the door before the lock beeped and Mitch came back in the room. He pulled a plastic bag full of ice out of a bucket and handed it to me. 

      “Sorry about the eye,” he said as I took the ice from him. “I was trying to stop you from hurting yourself. Guess I swung harder than I thought.” 

      I grunted in response, then winced as I settled the pack on my face. 

      “Did she tell you what happened?” Mitch asked. 

      “She said what she thinks happened,” I mumbled as I sat up and glared at him. “What you told her happened. Doesn’t explain why you’re dripping wet and half-naked in my girl’s room.” 

      He smiled and shook his head, like it was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. “She threw up all over me, man. I brought her up here and made sure she was okay. I stayed up half the night, sitting with her, waiting for her to wake up. My shirt’s still drying,” he said, pointing to the black t-shirt hanging over the back of the chair by the window. There was a wet stain in the carpet beneath it. On the other side of the bed, I noticed the white comforter peeking out as Mitch said, “I fell asleep on the floor. I made sure Frankie was okay when I woke up, then took a shower to get the smell of vomit off my skin. I’m sorry for the misunderstanding when you got here, but I swear on my life, I would never do anything to hurt her or take advantage of her. I know you love her, Corey. And I know she loves you. I knew it before either of you would admit it.” 

      “How?” Frankie asked. Her voice was so quiet she sounded like she was a frightened little girl. 

      Mitch smiled and dropped his eyes to the floor. “Sometimes you just know. People come into your life and all the pieces fall into place.” He looked back up at us and shrugged. “I knew that first night, when you met downstairs, something special was going to happen to you two. And when Frankie told me you worked together, I knew it was only a matter of time before you two fell. You are the two missing pieces that make your puzzle whole.” 

      Frankie snuggled closer to me and I wrapped my arm around her, holding her tight. I kissed her forehead, then she turned her head up and touched her lips to mine. I wanted more than a single kiss. The last few days away from her had been hell. And this endless night, being called to come home to her and not knowing what happened… I couldn't be more relieved that everything was okay, that nothing happened, and that she was still mine. 

      “I should get going,” Mitch said. He grabbed his shirt from the chair and slipped it on, then turned back to us.  

      I dropped the ice pack to the bed and extended my hand to him. “Thank you for taking care of her.” 

      “Any time. She means a great deal to me, too. You ever need anything, you let me know, yeah?” 

      “Yeah.” 

      Frankie stood and gave Mitch a big hug. A surge of jealousy hit as he kissed her cheek, but I let it go when Frankie sat back on the bed beside me and looped her arm around mine. Mitch tossed a keycard on the dresser and then walked out of the room. When the door shut, Frankie threw her arms around my neck and pushed me back onto the bed. 

      “I missed you so much, Corey. I was so scared without you here.” 

      “Mitch is a good friend,” I said. 

      Frankie pulled her head back and looked at me. “Mitch is a great friend. But you…” She climbed onto my lap, straddling me. “You, I love.” 

      I groaned as she ground down on top of me, and it egged her on. Her fingers went for the buttons on my shirt, but I put my hands over hers to stop her. 

      “Frankie, you’ve been through a lot.” 

      She pulled her hands away from mine and leaned over me, grinding down on me once again. “Yes, baby. I have. But the last thing I remember was being pissed at you for not telling me about Matt and Ellen. I’ve been thinking about you since the moment I woke up. I want you in me, Corey. But first, I'm going to punish you for not telling me about a certain proposal on top of the Empire State Building.” 

      “Mmm,” I hummed as she went to work on my buttons again. “I’d say I'm sorry, but I don't think I am. I think I need to be punished.” 

      “You do,” she assured me. With my shirt open, she began licking my chest, circling my nipples with her tongue and sucking them between her beautiful lips. I grabbed at my pants to unbutton them, but Frankie swatted me away. “Oh, no you don't.” 

      I pulled my hands up in surrender. 

      She repositioned herself so she was right on top of me, and every movement she made was sweet torture. “Tell me why you wanted me to go to New York with you, Corey.” 

      It took all my concentration to form words when she returned her mouth to my nipples and ground herself on top of my aching erection. “Matt… told me his plans. And I... oh, Frankie!” 

      “You what, baby,” she coaxed.  

      “I wanted that with you.” I gasped as Frankie reached into my pants and gripped my cock. She stroked me as she undid my button and zipper with the other hand, and I raised my hips to help her relieve me of my pants. 

      “What did you want, baby?” She looked up at me, her lips mere inches from my tip, her hand gripping tight and pumping me nice and slow. I watched, my breath stuck in my throat, as she licked the rim, circling me with her perfect pink tongue. 

      “I wanted the romance.” I breathed out a heavy breath. She glided her mouth down my shaft, her eyes glued to mine. “I wanted you, in my life. Oh! I wanted you to know… I can't stop thinking about you, doll. I don't want… to live without you.” 

      She set a rhythm, her hand, her mouth, her tongue. It felt so good, I couldn’t remember what she was trying to get me to say. I could feel the pressure building up, my balls tightening, and I was about to explode. 

      Frankie stopped what she was doing and crawled back up my body, settling herself on top of me once again. She didn’t move, just sat there, putting pressure on my swollen dick.  

      “Why didn't you tell me about Matt?” she asked, right before she swirled her hips once, causing my aching member to throb. 

      “I didn't… Oh, God, Frankie!” 

      “Tell me.” She swirled her hips again, and I swore I was going to come against her shorts. 

      “I didn't want you to be disappointed.” 

      She raised her hips, relieving all of the weight, but none of the pressure. “Why would I be disappointed?” 

      I grabbed her cheeks and pulled her head down to mine, pressing a firm kiss on her lips. “Because I didn't give you a ring. Because I didn't know if you would want that. If you’d want me. I love you, Frankie, and so help me, if that’s what you want, I'll give it to you. I'll give you everything. Just tell me you love me.” 

      “I love you, Corey,” she said against my lips. She slid her tongue into my mouth and we danced a slow dance together. She reached into the bedside table without breaking our kiss, and seconds later her hands were back on my cock. She whipped her shirt off, and her breasts bounced free, tempting me. “Kiss me, baby.” 

      That was more invitation than I needed. I leaned up and took one nipple into my mouth as I pinched the other between my fingers. My cock twitched when she moaned in pleasure. I wanted to hear her moan again. I wanted her screaming my name as she came. But before I could do anything, she pushed the fabric of her shorts aside and slid herself down on top of me. 

      I groaned into her breasts as she slid all the way down. She stopped, then parted her legs further to the side, causing me to go even deeper. Oh, she was so tight, felt so good around me. But it wasn’t enough. I grabbed her ass and rolled her over. She was spread eagle below me, her knees near her ears. My legs were hanging off the end of the bed, and I wasn’t sure it was possible to get any deeper. 

      My pace was slow and unrelenting as I paid her back for the torture she’d just given me. Her fingernails raked my back as she begged me with her moans to go faster. But I didn't. I couldn't. I wanted to see her writhing beneath me. I wanted to see the red flush on her breasts as she got close to climax. I wanted to see the need in her eyes as I filled her, again and again. 

      When I couldn't hold back any longer, when that blush crept across her breasts and her insides tightened around me, I gave her what she'd been begging for. I drilled into her, driving deep, burying myself to the hilt. Faster. Faster, until she was screaming my name. 

      My name.  

      “I love you, Corey!” she yelled out before she exploded into a million pieces. I watched her sweet agony, then spilled myself deep inside of her.  

      “I love you, Frankie.” I breathed her in as she milked every last bit of me. “I’ll always love you, forever.”
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      Frankie  

       

      Corey tried to make me forget about being drugged in the bar that night, but I could never forget. It was important to hold on to that memory, even if nothing happened. It all could have ended up a lot worse. I couldn’t forget, because I didn’t want there to be a next time. If there was, Mitch might not be there to protect me, and Corey might not be there to pick up the pieces and put me back together.

      We were together. That's what mattered. He had the day he got home from St. Louis off, followed by a long string of home games, and we tried to create a routine. We were together all night, we worked during the day, and life was grand. 

      “Frankie, my dear, it's been too long.” I looked up from the water glass on the table I'd been toying with since the waiter filled it. My cousin stood before me, stunning as ever. She stood out among the other customers at our favorite restaurant, a little café with patio seating where we could soak up the summer sun. 

      “Hey, Viv,” I said as I accepted a brief hug and a kiss on each cheek. 

      “You look lost in thought,” she said, beaming her beautiful smile at me. “Tell me, what's on your mind?” 

      There was no way I could tell her what I was thinking about. That while running my finger along the rim of my glass, I was thinking of running my finger over Corey’s tiger tattoo on his shoulder. I’d asked him about it that morning and I was surprised by the story. 

      “When Jen was learning to talk, my Little League team was the Tigers,” Corey told me. He had that smile on his face he only ever got when he was telling me stories of their childhood together. “Mom brought her to all the games, and she’d try to get her to yell ‘Go Tigers!’ with the crowd. Tiger was one of her first words, but she thought I was Tiger. She didn't understand it was the team. And she’s called me Tiger ever since.” 

      “And you got a tattoo of a tiger because…” 

      Corey laughed as he looked away from me, his cheeks flushing a light pink under his early summer tan. “Because when I went off to college, I missed my little sister. Oh, Frankie, you should have seen the smile on her face when she first saw it. I'm pretty sure she cried!” 

      “Hello? Earth to Frankie!” Vivian’s voice brought me back to the present as a warm breeze swept away my daydream. I looked up and smiled, feeling a rush of warmth spreading across my face. “Spill it, girl. What’s got you a million miles away?” 

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing, really. You look nice,” I said to change the subject. But it was true, as usual. Vivian wore a cream-colored strapless dress that dangled a few inches above her knees. Her hair was perfect, her makeup was perfect, everything about her was perfect. Seeing her look like this used to make me feel so inferior. The eyes of nearly every man on the patio were glued to her. It was always like that. And in her presence, I was nothing. But today, I didn’t care. Because I had something she didn’t, and I didn’t need the attention of adoring men. “Is that a new dress?” 

      “You like it? I can get you one. It’s coming out next week.”  

      “Are there any other colors? You know that color washes me out.” 

      She smiled her killer smile. “Of course. I'll have them send one of each to the house. You’ll come over, right?” 

      My face scrunched up. Vivian was a designer. In fact, when I was traveling with her last year, we went all over the world shopping fabrics and colors, visiting Milan, Paris, Berlin. Everything was high fashion, all the time. It was a much-needed break from reality before coming back to work for my uncle. 

      My uncle. Whom I hadn’t seen since I ran out of his house back in March. 

      “Come on, Frankie, you can’t keep ignoring him forever. You work for him, for God’s sake.” 

      I was ignoring him. I’d declined meetings with him at work. I’d been traveling with the team to escape the times I knew he’d be in the office. Not only was I pissed at him for treating me like I was a child who couldn’t handle as much as a friendship with someone of the same sex, I was also hiding from him.  

      “Do you think he’ll ever change, Viv?” I asked. I ran the pad of my thumb over the empty skin of my left-hand ring finger. This morning over breakfast, Corey brought up our conversation from the night I was drugged. He’d slipped the twisty tie from a bag of bread over my finger and promised me, if I wanted, whenever I was ready, he’d replace it with a ring that would show the world how he felt for me. As much as I desperately wanted that, wanted him, forever, I didn’t know if our secret love could ever become public. Not as long as Marco was alive. 

      Vivian let out a deep sigh. “I don’t know. But there’s only one way to find out. You need to talk to him.” She grabbed my hand, squeezing hard, and the phantom feeling of that twisty-tie ring ached through my finger. “I’ll come with you. I’ll stand up for you, tell him he’s being ridiculous.” 

      “I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t want to put people in danger.” 

      “Are you talking about Mitch?” Vivian grinned and she fanned her hand in front of her face. “Are you with him yet?” 

      “Friends. We’re only friends.” 

      “My God, I don’t know how you can stand being around him without doing something.” 

      I smiled and looked at my glass of water. I could stand it because I had Corey. For some reason I didn’t understand, I blurted out, “I know how far down his tattoo goes.” 

      Vivian’s mouth dropped open as I slapped my hand over my mouth. 

      “Friends, huh?” Vivian smiled a wicked smile. 

      “Oh, God,” I muttered into my palm. 

      “I want details.” 

      “We’re only friends.” I forced out the shaky words as my stomach churned. 

      “Sure you are. And how is it you know about his tattoo again?” 

      My hand shook as I tried to take a sip of my water, and it nearly spilled across the table. My breath caught in my throat, and the knowing look on Vivian’s face did little to bring me comfort. 

      “I'm not going to tell Daddy, Frankie. I promise.” 

      “You can't say a word, Viv. Oh my God, he’ll kill him!” My voice was so quiet and shaky, it was amazing she could hear me at all. She might have thought I was talking about Mitch, but it was Corey I was worried about. She grabbed my hand and squeezed, and I knew, I knew she’d keep quiet. She knew what Marco had put me through.  

      “What happened?” 

      I’d forgotten Vivian knew me better than anyone. Until recently, I told her everything. She knew this wasn’t just fear for Mitch’s safety. 

      “Someone drugged my drink a couple nights ago,” I told her. I couldn't make my voice more than a whisper, but by the complete shock on her face, I knew she heard. “I don't know what happened. I don't remember any of it. Mitch found me right before I passed out, and he took care of me.” 

      “Why didn't he take you to the hospital?” I glared at her, and that was all it took for her to understand. “You’re right, you’re right. Daddy would never let you out of the house. God, Frankie.” 

      “I know. Mitch was on break when it happened, but he talked to his boss and she doesn't remember seeing anyone near me who looked suspicious. They don't have surveillance cameras covering the bar, but after what happened, she’s going to get management to put them in. It could deter people from doing it to someone else. And if it does happen to someone, at least they can see who did it.” 

      Our waitress came to take our order. When she left, there were a few moments of uncomfortable silence before Vivian spoke again. 

      “So, the tattoo.” 

      “Friends, Viv.” 

      She laughed and shook her head. “Where does it end? How did you find out? What does it look like? Seriously, you can't drop a bomb like that and not explain yourself. I need details. That man is sexy as hell!” 

      Laughter filled my chest. “Ankles. I threw up on him before I passed out and he took a shower in my room. Sexy as hell.” 

      “Ankles? Oh, dear God! Did you touch it?” 

      “Friends, Viv,” I repeated, shaking my head at her. 

      It felt good to laugh with my cousin again. Beyond a few nights out with Ramon, Matt, and Corey, when Vivian and Vinny showed up with Jen in tow, I hadn't spoken with her much since I came back from Europe. I'd missed this. And yet, I couldn’t be as free as I had in the past. We could joke about Mitch. We could talk about the guys on the team and their girlfriends. But I couldn’t tell her I'd fallen in love. I couldn't tell her about the most important thing in my life. 

      “You need to come out with me tonight,” Vivian said after handing her black card to the waitress. “It’s been too long since it was just the two of us.” 

      “I don't know, Viv. I’m…” I tried to come up with an excuse, something that would appease her so she’d leave me alone. Before I could, my phone buzzed with a text. I grabbed it off the table beside me. 

      Luke: The guys insist on going out tonight. No women. They won't take no for an answer. 

      My shoulders dropped and I let out a sigh.

      Me: Go. Have fun, but not too much. Viv’s taking me out. See you at home. 

      Luke: I miss you, doll. 

      Me: You too, baby. 

      When I put my phone down, Vivian was peering over my shoulder. Her eyes were wide as she sat back in her chair. I shoved my phone in my purse and grabbed my water glass, taking a swig. 

      “Who's Luke?” 

      “Huh? Oh, no one.” I threw my purse over my shoulder and looked back at her. “You ready to go?” 

      “‘See you at home’? ‘I miss you’? That doesn’t sound like no one to me.” 

      “Leave it alone, Viv.” 

      “No way. I knew you were holding back on me. You found yourself a guy, huh?” She was smiling at me, but it wasn’t her usual smile. It was like she was proud of me or something. “What’s he look like? Can I meet him?” 

      Without responding, I pushed out of my seat and moved toward the door. Vivian rushed after me and grabbed my elbow, sliding her arm through mine. 

      “You know I won’t tell anyone,” she said near my ear. 

      “There’s nothing to tell,” I bit out. 

      She looked at me like I’d slapped her. When her Town Car pulled up to the curb in front of us, she grabbed the handle without waiting for the driver to get out and open the door for her. She ushered me in, then slid in beside me without a word. We were halfway down the block before she spoke again.  

      “You don't have to tell me now, but you will tell me.” 

      And with that, I knew it was going to be a really long night. 

        

      

      Corey 

       

      The guys insisted I go out with them. Not just Matt and Ramon. Curt, Jackson, Alex, Jerad, and Will were right there with them. I tried to say I couldn't. I tried to back out before we left the stadium. But they insisted. I hit the game winning home run, for God’s sake. 

      Did I have fun? Yes. Would I rather have been at home with Frankie? Damn straight. Would I do it again? Not if she couldn't be there with me. The ‘No Girls’ rule was bullshit. By the time I left, every last one of them was playing kissy-face with their wives or girlfriends or random chicks they’d picked up at the bar.

      I had to escape. I needed to see Frankie. I lied and told Ramon I was tired and needed to rest for tomorrow's game. He didn't throw up any objections, although it would have been hard with his tongue halfway down Emily’s throat. 

      I’d hitched a ride with the guys to the bar, so I had to catch a cab to get home. Traffic was light, even for that time of night, until we got close to my apartment. The lights of dozens of emergency vehicles were flashing in the street. It wasn’t until the cabbie told me he couldn't get any closer and I got out to walk, that I realized it was my building the police cars, ambulances, and fire engines were gathered around. Flames shot out of the upper windows and the roof as firemen sprayed their hoses at the fire.  

      Police barricades at the end of the block stopped me from getting closer to the building. The clock on my phone said one o’clock, and I prayed Frankie was still out with her cousin. Vivian looked like she knew how to have a good time. Surely, they were still out. 

      Pacing back and forth, I waited for Frankie’s voice on the other end of the line. After the first five calls went to voicemail, I called Riverside and asked for Mitch. He didn’t know where Frankie was but offered to call Vivian. 

      I couldn't breathe while I waited for Mitch to call me back. When he did, I had the phone against my ear before the first ring was completed. 

      “Frankie left early. Viv said she was pissy and wouldn't stay. Left around eleven to go home.” 

      “Fuck.” Home. She called my place home. “I gotta go.”

      Without waiting for a response, I hung up and flagged down the nearest officer. He lumbered over so slowly that I jumped the barricade and ran over to him.

      “I think my girlfriend is in there,” I said as he tried to push me back behind the line. “Apartment 6E. Name is Frankie Sarcone. I can't get ahold of her and her cousin says she came here.” 

      The guy held his chubby little finger up in front of my face as he spoke into his radio. He even turned his back to me like it was some damn secret what he was doing, pushing the button down to talk and listening to the response. Before long, he turned back to me. 

      “No one by that name has come out yet. What’s she look like?” 

      “Blonde hair, hazel eyes, about five-foot-six.” Face like an angel. Body of a goddess. My God, Frankie. 

      The cop relayed her description over his radio. He said something about 6E. But his next words were the ones that made my stomach drop. 

      “They cleared the sixth floor. No one answered at 6E.” 

      “Break the fucking door down!” I pointed at the building as I yelled at him. “She’s in there!” 

      Images from my past flashed before my eyes. Of my mother and baby brother being pulled from our burning house. My chest ached, a wave of nausea climbing my throat, as I felt like it was happening all over again.

      Another officer ran over and pulled me away while the guy turned back to his radio. He was barking orders as he rushed through the street toward the fire engines. I was forced toward the ambulances where the medics pushed me down onto the curb and took my blood pressure. I couldn’t catch my breath and somehow, I ended up with a blanket draped around my shoulders and my head between my legs. The medics were hovering over me and I wanted to scream at them to leave me alone and go help Frankie, but I was too dizzy to speak. 

      All at once, the medics turned away from me. At first, I thought they read my mind, because I didn’t remember telling them to leave me alone. But then it became clear they were leaving me because they had another patient to take care of. 

      A fireman was carrying a bundle over his shoulder, and the medics helped him lower the body down onto a stretcher. There were too many people blocking my view. I couldn't see who it was, but I knew, without a doubt, it was her. 

      The officer I first spoke to strode over to a medic I hadn't realized was still at my side. They talked in hushed tones, then turned and looked back at me. The officer came over and knelt down in front of me. 

      “They found her,” he said as he placed his thick hand on my shoulder. “She’s unconscious but breathing. You want to ride to the hospital with her?” 

      Whatever response I gave got me in the back of the ambulance a moment later. The thick wool blanket hung from my shoulders, but all my attention was on the angel lying on the stretcher. Her skin had black smudges all over and there was a bandage on her left hand. Her lips were blue and so dry they looked like they would crack if she moved them. One of the medics hovering over her placed a mask over her face and started pumping a large plastic bubble attached to it.

      The medics continually blocked my view, and my head swam with dizziness, especially when someone passed a flashlight in front of my eyes. There was too much to take in, too much I couldn’t understand. Suddenly the back doors to the ambulance were thrown open. People were yelling. I was dragged out of the vehicle and swept away into the hospital. I struggled to keep my eyes open and on Frankie, but I was pulled behind a curtain and forced to sit on a bed as a nurse checked my vitals and asked me questions. I couldn’t concentrate on what she was saying. Wanted to puke when she stuck an IV in my arm. I blinked, and all the noises and chaos had gone quiet and the nurse was gone.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I lifted my head and looked around. In a chair to the side of the small, curtained-off section of the room I was lying in, was a familiar face. The officer from before was sitting there, scrolling on his cell phone. He looked up before I could speak and his eyes lit up. He forced his girth out of the chair and approached my bed. 

      “Mr. Lucas, I'm glad to see you're okay.” 

      “Where’s Frankie?” I asked as I tried to push myself up into a sitting position. 

      “Stay calm, sir. She’s fine, thanks to you. She’s got a room upstairs.” 

      I plopped back against the bed. “What are you doing here?” 

      He smiled a sad smile. “I came to check on you. My shift was over, and I wanted to make sure the two of you were okay. They told me you’d gone into shock. Has something like this happened to you before?”

      A grimace cut across my face, and I looked down at the IV in my arm. “Yeah. Tonight hit a little too close to home.” I cleared my throat, and when I glanced up, the officer was waiting patiently for me to go on. “When I was a kid, my house burned down. My dad and I got out, but my mom and my brother…”

      My head shook and I squeezed my eyes closed. I forced a deep breath and was relieved when the officer didn’t ask me to go on.  

      He pushed a button on the side of the bed, and there was a loud beep before a woman’s voice came out of a speaker near my head. 

      “Mr. Lucas is awake now,” the officer said. 

      “We’ll send someone right in.” 

      It took a while for the nurses to check me over and even longer for them to produce my discharge papers. Once they were done, the officer, Linden, took me up to Frankie’s room. 

      She was lying on a hospital bed, her golden hair fanned out around her head and a blanket pulled up to her shoulders. There was a thin tube under her nose, but her color was better than it had been before—her skin was the beautiful peach color I loved, her lips full and pink. She was asleep, but the heart monitor beeped a steady beat that was music to my ears. 

      She was alive! 
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the chair beside her bed, I watched over Frankie the rest of the night. I felt so ashamed at having lost consciousness earlier, at not being with her, that I refused to leave her side. I only let go of her hand when the nurses needed me to move so they could check her over. I was determined to be there for her from now on.

      I texted Mitch sometime around six and let him know what happened before apologizing for taking so long to contact him. After I’d gone into shock, I’d passed out for an hour, and I felt horrible that I’d left him worrying after Frankie when she’d ended up okay. 

      There were a million things that needed to be done. I needed to contact the coach and let him know what happened to me. The doctors advised me not to play ball for the next couple days, although they kidded, they didn't want to say that to me, seeing how I won the game the night before. I also needed to contact Frankie's family. Mitch and I both agreed that was one thing neither of us wanted to do. 

      In the end, though, it didn't matter. Mitch’s call to Vivian threw up red flags, and the girl went crazy. By the time I texted him to let him know what happened, she’d called him a couple dozen times looking for an answer. It wasn't long after Frankie woke up that her worst nightmare played out right in front of me. 

      “Who the fuck are you?” I recognized the man who barged into the room. With a dark grey suit and thick, black, slicked-back hair, he looked the part of an Italian mobster. While I had a good half-foot on him, his broad shoulders and thick neck made him an imposing figure. I prayed hospital security checked him before he entered the building, because I could see him shooting first and asking questions later. 

      Frankie’s grip on my hand tightened, and I worried she’d end my baseball career before Marco got a chance. 

      “Don't start, Marco.” Frankie's voice was quiet and rough, and those three words were enough to make her nearly hack up a lung. Before she stopped coughing, I was on my feet, and she yanked my arm so hard I almost collapsed on top of her. 

      “Don't you tell me what to do!” He pointed his finger at her as his face turned bright red. “I had to hear from Vivian that something happened to you, and when I finally track you down, I find you with this… This…” 

      Marco came at me, but Frankie scrambled out of bed to stand in front of me. Wires flew and machines beeped wildly as she pressed her back against me. 

      “Don't you dare touch him,” she rasped out. “Isn't it enough you almost killed me, setting his apartment on fire?” 

      Marco stopped in his place as a couple nurses come running into the room. “I never—” 

      “Liar!” Frankie said, but the word broke in the middle and got lost on another cough. Her body sagged and I grabbed her around the waist to keep her from falling to the floor. 

      The nurses rushed forward, getting between Marco and Frankie, trying to take my girl from my arms.

      “Ma’am, is everything okay here?” one of them asked. At Frankie’s nod, the nurse’s shoulders relaxed a little. “I need you to get back in bed and everyone needs to calm down or I'll call security and have them escort you both out.” 

      The woman glared at Marco and me even as I helped Frankie back under the covers. She clung to me as she coughed like a chain smoker. The nurses went to work replacing the wires and getting her calmed and settled back in. The entire time, Marco stared daggers at me. 

      When the nurses left, Frankie pointed her finger at Marco and started right where she left off. “Liar!” she whisper-yelled, her voice rasping in her throat. 

      “I would never hurt you!” Marco countered. 

      “No, just every person I've ever tried to get close to. Don't you dare deny it. I should call the police right now and tell them it was you who set the fire.” 

      “Don't be ridiculous, tesoro. I would never do such a thing.” 

      “No, you’d have your people do it for you. Like you did to Carson’s place, my freshman year.” Marco pushed a thick hand through his slicked-back hair and pulled his eyes away from his niece. “Did you think I wouldn't find out? You have ruined every relationship I've ever had. You're so worried I'll end up like my mother that you have refused to allow me to live my own life.” 

      “Frankie—” 

      “Get out, Marco. I don't ever want to see you again. And I swear on my mother’s grave, if you so much as raise a finger against Corey, I promise you I will go straight to the cops and let them know all your dirty little secrets. Do you understand?” 

      “Frankie—” 

      “Get out!” She pointed her finger to the door. Her whole arm was shaking. When Marco didn’t move, Frankie reached for the call button on the bed.  

      “Wait!” Marco held his hands out in front of him and let out a long, low sigh. “I’ll go.”
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      Frankie  

       

      Four of the apartments on Corey’s floor and two on the floor below had to be gutted after the fire. Corey’s apartment and one of his neighbor’s suffered the worst damage. The fire department deemed the building safe enough for some of the residents to move back in, as water damage was limited to the upper floors. Corey was essentially homeless. 

      But not for long. 

      It made sense for him to stay with me. I had basically been living with him before the fire, and I only stayed at the hotel when he was away. In fact, I lost a good chunk of my wardrobe in the blaze. But I didn’t care. I was alive. Corey was alive. As long as we were together, we’d be okay. I could buy us new clothes. I could buy us new things. I didn’t need anything but him. 

      It took a couple days for me to feel well enough to move around a lot. The hospital kept me for observation for a night, then released me into Corey’s care. Since he wasn’t allowed to play or even practice, and he’d lost his home, the coaches gave him a few days off to take care of things. 

      Corey insisted on following the doctor’s orders and keeping me from doing anything too strenuous. I’d inhaled a lot of smoke and burned my hand on the doorknob as I tried to escape, so I needed to heal. He wouldn’t let me touch him. He even refused to make love to me for a few days, and it left me frustrated and angry at times that I couldn’t do what I wanted.  

      Between Marco, Vivian, and Vinny, I thought for sure my phone would blow up from overuse. They called constantly. Most of the time, I hid my phone deep in my dresser drawer, underneath a pile of out-of-season clothes I had yet to bring back to Marco’s. At first, it was mostly Marco. But when I refused to answer his calls, Vivian and Vinny called more often.  

      Corey’s phone rang as often as mine, and he answered it as infrequently as I did. When he did, it was either someone from work or his sister. Some childish part of my brain felt that it wasn’t fair that Vinny got the goods on Corey, when I was trying to block him and the rest of my family out. With him dating Jen, all he had to do was have her call Corey. The man couldn’t keep a thing from his sister, and I was sure she passed that right along to Vin. 

      “I’m fine, Jen,” Corey said into his phone. He was stretched out on his side on our bed next to me, and I ran my fingertips up and down his bare chest. “I wasn’t in the building, remember? It was Frankie who was there.” 

      Corey leaned forward and stole a kiss from me while he listened to his little sister speak. 

      “Yes, Vinny’s cousin, Frankie. And yes, we’re together. I’ve told you this, Jen. Oh, and Frankie’s fine, by the way. Thanks for asking.” 

      Corey laughed and fell over onto his back, his phone still at his ear. I climbed on top of him, straddling his legs, and his eyes went wide when I stripped my tank top off. He mumbled something into the phone as I kissed his chest and he slid his hand through my hair. His hips rose off the bed to greet me, and I reached for the button on his pants. 

      A knock on the door froze me in my place. 

      “Uh, Jen, someone’s here. I gotta go.” Corey didn’t wait for a response. He hit end and tossed the phone on the bed. “Stay here,” he said as he rolled me off him and went to the door. 

      Grabbing my tank top, I threw it on and settled back against the headboard as he looked out the peephole. He’d been cautious since we left the hospital. I woud have said overly cautious, but for reasons I couldn’t explain, I didn’t exactly feel safe. Corey’s shoulders dropped and he reached for the doorknob. 

      “Hey man, I hope it’s not a bad time.” 

      “Hey, hi, no, it’s fine,” Corey muttered, hiding half his body behind the door. “Come on in.”

      “Hey, darlin’.” Mitch came into the room with a gorgeous smile on his face and a bandage sticking out from under his black t-shirt. 

      “Hi, Mitch.” 

      “I found this in the hallway. I hope you don’t mind.” He motioned behind him and I forced myself not to grimace when Vivian stepped into the room. She stood in the doorway, one foot in and one foot out, as if she was afraid I’d tell her to leave. 

      “You can come in, Viv,” I told her. I grabbed my glass of water off the table beside the bed and tried to take a drink without spilling. My hands shook—something that happened every time I even thought about Marco. 

      Vivian watched me like a hawk as she followed Mitch into the room. He took a seat at the table by the window, the floor lamp in the corner burning down upon his back. But she stood at the foot of the bed, staring, while chewing on the corner of her lip. When Corey settled on the bed next to me and put his arm around my shoulders, the uncertainty dropped from her face. 

      “I can’t believe it,” she said. She smirked and shook her head. “Corey Lucas and Frankie Sarcone. I never would have guessed. Is this Luke, then?” 

      Corey squeezed me into his side and kissed my temple. I nodded and leaned into him. 

      “Why the hell do you call him Luke?” 

      Corey laughed by my side.  

      “There was a slight misunderstanding when we first met,” I told her. At my words, Mitch chuckled. Of course, he knew everything. 

      Vivian dropped her eyes to the floor, then looked up at me with a furrowed brow. The uncertainty, the anguish—they did nothing to distract from her beauty. It made me feel small, knowing she could have anything she wanted while I had to fight for the one thing I needed more than life itself.  

      “I know you probably don’t want me here. You probably think I said something to Daddy. But I swear to God, I didn’t.” 

      The trembling in my hands started again and Corey squeezed me closer. 

      “I’m not here to plead his case, Frankie. But he swears he didn’t start the fire. He swears he didn’t know anything about…” she paused and looked at the man beside me. “About Corey. He swears it on your mother’s grave.” 

      As tempting as it was not to believe her, I knew Marco. He would never, in a million years, swear on my mother’s grave if it weren’t the truth. His baby sister meant more to him than anything, and her loss gutted him. 

      “Is he ready to accept that I’m old enough to choose who I want to be with? Will he stop trying to push away every person in my life I care about?” I motioned with both hands, to Corey, to Mitch. Beyond my family, they were all I had. 

      “I don’t know, sweetie. You know how he is. He wants to talk to you. He wants you to come home. He doesn’t think you’re safe here.” 

      “You can tell him my home went up in smoke with me inside it. I’m not going to live with him. He needs to accept me the way I am, with Corey, with Mitch as my friend, if he ever wants to see me again. You know I don’t need his money.” 

      “I know. And he does, too.” Vivian stepped closer to the bed. “I’m done talking about him, Frankie. I came here because I miss you. I was worried about you. When Mitch called looking for you… I freaked out. I went from thinking you’d been kidnapped to thinking you were dead. And with you ignoring my calls, it feels like I’m being punished for something I didn’t do.” 

      A tear threatened to fall from her eye and it tore into me. Vivian never cried. She ate nails for breakfast and turned it into steel beams by lunch. I crawled across the bed toward her. She threw her arms around me and I hugged her back as hard as I could. After a minute, she pulled back and held me at arm’s length. 

      “I’m sorry for everything, Frankie. I’m sorry if you felt you couldn’t tell me what was going on in your life. I’ll do whatever you need me to do so you understand I’m on your side.” 

      When I nodded, she released me. As I returned to Corey’s side, she took a seat next to Mitch. 

      “What happened to you?” Vivian asked as she fingered the bandage on Mitch’s left bicep. 

      “Oh no,” I muttered under my breath, cringing, because I didn’t like where this was heading. Corey glanced down at me with one eyebrow raised. 

      “New ink,” Mitch told her. He turned his other shoulder to her and pointed to the tattoo he got a couple days ago. “It’ll match this.” 

      Vivian hummed as she dragged her finger against the black swirls on his skin. She pulled up the sleeve of his t-shirt, tracing a couple inches up. “Very nice. Do you have a lot of tattoos?” 

      “Just this one,” Mitch told her. His grin threw me. He was flirting with her. He’d never shown interest in her like this before. 

      “One?” Vivian’s eyes flashed up to the black lines at the soft spot at his throat before raking down his body. I assumed she remembered what I told her—his tattoo ended at his ankles. The swirls started under his hairline and snaked down his back, wrapping around to tickle his abs above his hips. The towel he wore after his shower hid his butt and thighs from my view, but the same black lines inched down his calves to his ankles. He’d told me his new ink would eventually end at his fingers when it was done.  

      “Vivian, how’s Vinny?” I asked, desperate to get her attention off my friend. When she ripped her eyes from Mitch’s body and looked at me, I could see in her eyes she knew she was stepping over the line. With her history of ruining men, she knew better than to mess with my friend. 

      “He’s good. He misses you. I mean, as much as he can when he spends all his time with Jen.” 

      Corey tensed beside me, and I laughed and reached up to plant a gentle kiss on his jaw. 

      “Don't worry. Vinny knows how to take care of a lady,” I told him. 

      “That’s what concerns me.” 

      “If it’s Daddy you’re worried about, just know he’s very indulgent of Vinny when it comes to love. Especially when my brother is as serious as he is about Jen.” 

      “Serious?” Corey questioned, leaning forward. “How serious?” 

      Vivian looked like she swallowed something wrong. “You don't know?” 

      “Know what, Viv?” 

      My cousin looked between me and Corey for a moment, then swallowed hard. “Daddy asked her to invite her family to the house.” 

      “Shit,” Corey said as he sat back against the headboard.  

      “Yeah, shit,” Vivian said. “I can't believe they didn't tell you.” 

      “Don't worry, baby, we’ll figure something out,” I told Corey. I cuddled closer to him, tucking my legs up so I was nearly in his lap. 

      “Enough talk about Daddy,” Vivian said. “I want to know what I’ve been missing out on. What have you three been doing the past couple months? I don't feel like I know anything anymore.” 

      With Vivian’s topic change, our conversation got lighter. Mitch, Corey, and I explained how we all met that fateful night downstairs at Riverside. Vivian swooned when Corey told her about his declaration of love on top of the Empire State Building, and Mitch told us tales of the strange things he’d seen as a bartender. Because I was still healing, Corey didn’t want me to leave the room. We ordered in Chinese food and talked until the sun went down. 

      My heart was full. With my boyfriend, my best friend, and my cousin with me, I couldn't imagine needing anything else. 
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      “I think they like each other,” Corey told me after we’d cleaned up the mess from supper and Mitch and Vivian left. He settled onto the bed beside me and I laid my head on his bare chest. 

      “That's what I'm afraid of,” I mumbled. 

      “She’s a big girl, Frankie. She can take care of herself.” 

      “It’s not Viv I'm worried about,” I told him.  

      “Mitch was in the Marines, doll. I'm pretty sure he can handle Vivian.” 

      “You don't know my cousin.” I grinned up at him and he took the opportunity to kiss me. When he pulled away, I settled back onto his chest and said, “I'm not ready for you to go back to playing.” 

      “I know. I feel like we need a bodyguard for you.” 

      “Really?” 

      Corey ran his fingers through my hair, trailing them along my neck and down my back. “You mean everything to me. I want you to be safe.” 

      “Maybe we can get Mitch to come with us next week when we travel.” 

      “We?” Corey's surprise had me turning to face him again. 

      “I don't want to be without you. I’ll pay my own way, fly commercial if I have to.” 

      “I don't want you flying alone.” 

      “Then I’ll ask Mitch to come.” 

      Corey smiled and shook his head. “You think he’s going to quit his job so he can follow you around?” 

      “I’ll pay him.” 

      “That’s a lot of money, Frankie.” 

      Leaning up on my elbow, I looked Corey in the eyes. The deep blue was calming, and it made me feel safe. I'd been keeping secrets from him, though, and my guilt made me break eye contact. I traced my finger over the peaks and valleys on his stomach.  

      “I have more money than I know what to do with.” 

      Corey was silent for a moment before he asked, “Isn't that Marco’s money, though?” 

      “No. I have more money than Marco does.” 

      He stopped my hand with his. “What do you mean?” 

      A sigh left me, causing me to cough. Once it passed, I told him, “Marco’s fortune was passed on to him by his father. My grandfather. When he died, half went to my grandmother, and half was split between Marco and my mother. My mother made one of the only wise decisions she’d ever made and entrusted someone to invest it for her. Marco made his own investments. The baseball team. The other companies he owns. While in the long run they paid off, it took a large amount of capital to make everything as profitable as they are today. And not everything panned out.”

      I took a drink of water, and Corey stayed silent, waiting for me to continue.

       “When my mother passed away, everything that was hers became mine. And since I was a minor, my grandmother put everything that wasn't already invested into a trust fund for me. She was a shrewd woman, and her investments flourished. Upon her death, half of her estate went to Marco, the other half went to me.”

      My fingers ran around the lip of my water glass. I took another sip, then put it down and curled up next to Corey. “I found out after I graduated that Marco borrowed from his inheritance. So, I ended up with more than half of the estate, and I continued to use my grandmother’s people to invest in the markets. I make enough working for Marco to cover my living expenses, so the money just keeps growing. I could live off the interest from my trust fund alone, in much more comfort than I have now.” 

      Corey was silent, staring up at the ceiling with his fingers intertwined in mine. It was a while before he finally spoke. 

      “I don't get it.” 

      “Get what?” I asked. 

      “You don't act like a trust fund bitch.” 

      I laughed and squeezed his hand. “Well, thank you. That’s good to know.” 

      “Do that again.” 

      “Do what?” 

      Corey leaned up on his elbow and looked me in the eyes. “Laugh like that again. I love to hear you laugh, Frankie. You’re so beautiful.” 

      “I love you.” 

      His smile could light up New York. “I love you, doll.” He pulled me down beside him and I pressed my body against his. “Is there anything else you’re keeping from me?” 

      I tensed beside him, even though it was nothing too concerning. Not anymore, not since I fell in love with him. 

      “What is it?” he asked. 

      “You know the night we met, I was looking for a one-night stand, right?” 

      He chuckled, low and quiet. “Best one-night stand ever.” 

      I smiled, but it didn’t reach my eyes. “It’s not the first time.” 

      “You don't have to apologize. So what, you’ve had a couple one-night stands.” 

      “It’s not just a couple,” I said. I sped on before he could stop me, before I lost my nerve. “What I told you in New York is the truth. My mother was a whore. And with how Marco acted when I was growing up, blocking even the most basic of friendships, that was all I had. I've lost count of the number of no-name men I’ve been with. I became my mother.” 

      “No. You’re not your mother, Frankie.” 

      “You’re right, I'm not. I learned from her mistakes. I’ve had an IUD since I was twelve. I’ve never had sex without a condom, but I still get tested for STDs every three months. I'm religious about it. I don't ever want to end up like her.” 

      “You won't,” Corey assured me. He gripped my face in his hands and pulled me to him. His lips were gentle, soothing. When he released me, he pulled me close and wrapped me in his arms. I wanted to stay there forever. 

      Corey's breathing beside me calmed my fears. He knew my darkest secret, and he was still here. But still, there was one thing I was dying to know. 

      “Are you clean?” I asked, peeking up and putting my chin on his shoulder.  

      He moved his hand to my cheek and kissed my lips. “Of course. I never have sex without a condom, either. But after what you told me, I got tested when we came home from New York. I never want you to have to live with that fear.” 

      I hugged him tight and he kissed my forehead. “You’re everything to me, Corey.” 

      “You, too, doll.” 

      Our lips met once more, the slow, gentle kisses turning hungry, and the desire that had been building before Mitch and Vivian showed up was there again. Corey slid my tank top off and mouthed my chest, breathing hot breaths against wet skin. I reached down and slipped a hand into my shorts, and I laughed at the moan Corey made when he saw me touching myself. 

      “My turn,” he growled as he peeled my shorts from my body. He slid his tongue between my folds and licked furiously, flicking against my sweet spot, plunging deep inside. His fingers joined the battle, and pressure built inside of me until there was nothing but weightlessness, my body flying, held to the ground only by Corey’s hands.

      When his assault stopped, I pushed him down onto the bed and tugged his jeans off, hungry to have him between my lips. I expected him to stop me, expected him to pull me to his chest and put his own needs aside. And before I’d done more than cover him with my mouth, he did. He pulled me to him until my naked body was on top of his. He kissed me with a hunger that made my body ache for more. 

      That should have been it. That should have been all Corey gave me tonight. It’s all I’d gotten from him since the fire. But his hands continued to caress my skin, his own moans matching mine. Suddenly, he released me with one hand and reached for the drawer beside the bed. I grabbed his hand, stopping him. 

      “No, baby.” 

      “I want you, Frankie.” He tried again to reach the drawer, and again, I stopped him. His frustration was clear, but I was quick to wipe it away. 

      Taking his cock in my hand, I slid his tip between my folds. “I want you, Corey. Skin to skin. Just you and me.” 

      “Forever, doll. You and me forever.” 

      We both moaned as I sank down on top of him. I watched his face, watched the sheer pleasure explode across the surface, as I moved against him. I wanted to come, but I couldn't get enough of the ecstasy written in his eyes. I swirled my hips and my insides throbbed when he growled my name. I swirled again and he grabbed my hips, forcing himself even deeper inside of me. We met there together, sharing our love, sharing our bodies. There was nothing on earth better than this. 

      My chest spasmed, and I was wracked with a coughing fit. Corey stilled, then sat up, holding me and rubbing my back, trying to soothe me. When I couldn’t stop coughing, he helped me down on the bed beside him and reached for my glass of water. Before I could take a drink, a siren blared out in the hall. 

      “Shit!” Corey scrambled out of the bed and we both looked at the door. There was smoke seeping through the cracks. “Shit! Frankie, get dressed.” 

      Corey tossed me a pair of jeans and a t-shirt I left on the floor by the bathroom before he grabbed his own clothes and threw them on. My coughing kept stopping me, the smoke tickling my lungs. Corey ran to my side and helped me into my clothes before pulling me to the door.

      “Careful!” I told him between coughs before he could grab the door handle. I’d burned my hand trying to get out of his apartment, and I didn’t want him to get hurt.

      Corey tapped the handle with his fingers. “It’s hot. Shit!” He ran to the bathroom and drenched a couple towels with water before returning to me. “Hold this over your mouth. We might need to run.” 

      “I don't know if I can!” I was wheezing, my lungs burning. 

      Corey glanced from me to the door. He grabbed the handle and threw it open. Flames engulfed the hallway. The carpet had swirls of fire in an odd pattern, and the walls were black where they weren’t orange with flame. He stuck his head out the door before pulling back and looking at me. 

      “It’s like someone lit the hall on fire right in front of this room.” His voice was loud over the roar of the blaze, but he was strangely calm. “We’re going to make a run for it, doll. There’s about twenty feet of fire before it stops. I can see the stairs and they’re clear. Come here.” 

      Corey pulled me into a hug, then swept my legs out from under me and cradled me in his arms. “Hold the towels over our noses and mouths. I'm going to get us out of here.” 

      The second I had the towels in place, Corey rushed out into the hall and ran for the stairs. The flames licked our skin until we reached five feet in front of the stairs, where the fire stopped. We burst into the stairwell and the blaring siren got louder as it echoed against the cement walls and linoleum treads. There was no fire there, no smoke, just noise.  

      Corey carried me down ten flights of stairs and outside into the warm, summer night. The street was littered with people standing around under the streetlamps and the awnings of the buildings across the street, staring at the Savory. The fire alarms were quieter outside, and there was no smoke or fire on the outside of the grey brick building. Sirens blared as police cars pulled up. Policemen pushed the crowds back, trying to make way for the fire trucks.  

      Corey set me down on the curb. “Stay right here, baby.” He rushed away from me before I could speak, yelling, “Officer Linden!”  

      An overweight policeman turned from the barricade and frowned at Corey as he approached. Corey pointed at me, at the building we escaped from. The officer pulled out his radio and talked into it. He pointed back toward me and Corey’s gaze followed. Corey nodded, then ran back to my side.  

      “Hold on, doll,” Corey said as he swept me up into his arms again. 

      “What are we doing?” 

      “Moving over here. It’ll be more comfortable.” Corey carried me over to one of the nearby blue-striped, white police cars and set me down on the hood. With the moist air blowing in off the lake, my lungs felt better, but they still ached. When I started coughing again, Corey sat down next to me and put his arms around me trying to soothe me as we watched the firemen and police officers do their work.
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      Corey  

       

      When Frankie's coughing quieted down, I texted Mitch to let him know what happened. Thankfully, I’d grabbed my phone as I got dressed. Frankie’s, along with all our other belongings, were still upstairs, possibly consumed by the fire.  

      Mitch texted back less than a minute later. As it turned out, he didn't make it past Riverside, so he was evacuated along with everyone else when the fire alarms went off.  

      “Frankie!” a voice called out, but it wasn’t the one I expected. Vivian came running at us as fast as her four-inch heels could carry her. Her chest was trying desperately to escape her blue and green dress at the same time as her endless legs grew a few inches under her shrinking skirt. Behind her, Mitch was somehow not tripping over his own two feet as he followed. His eyes weren’t on Vivian’s ass, like most men’s would be, but on my girl. 

      “Hi Viv,” Frankie wheezed out. She slipped off the hood of the car and fell into Vivian’s arms. 

      “What the hell happened?” Vivian asked as she held her cousin at arm's length. 

      Frankie shrugged and deferred to me as she reached for Mitch. That same surge of jealousy hit me as he held her, his arms tight around her, his hands splayed against her back. He mumbled something I didn’t catch. All I saw was Frankie’s nod before she stepped back. It wasn’t until she was firmly by my side again, her arms around me, her fingers hooked in the pockets of my jeans, that I pushed my jealousy aside.  

      “A fire broke out in the hallway,” I told Vivian. I had concerns about what really happened, but Frankie didn’t challenge what I said, so I continued. “We ran through some of the flames to get out, but neither of us were hurt. I think the smoke bothered her lungs a bit, even with our wet towels.” 

      Frankie turned her face into my chest and her body sagged against me. 

      “Come here, doll.” I helped Frankie over to the side of the Officer Linden’s car and opened the passenger door. I helped settle her into the dark front seat and kissed her forehead. “Vivian, can you stay here with her for a minute? I need to speak with Mitch.” 

      “Sure.” 

      I left the girls alone and pulled Mitch off to the side. I wasn’t sure how to put what I was about to say, so I blurted out, “What are you doing the next couple weeks?” 

      “Excuse me?” Mitch asked. 

      “Look.” I glanced back over my shoulder at Frankie before turning back to Mitch. “I have a bad feeling someone’s after Frankie. The fires. The spiked drink. The Porsche. It’s—” 

      “Whoa, wait. What Porsche?” 

      “She didn’t tell you? Shit.” I glanced at Frankie again. “Up in New York, she rented a car. I took it out for a quick spin, stopped at a store for less than ten minutes. I get back out and it’s all jacked up. This isn’t Marco. If Marco was doing this shit, it’d be you and me in the hospital, not Frankie. It’d be my Corvette in pieces, not a fucking rental.” 

      “She rented a Porsche?” 

      I nodded. “Frankie and I were talking after you and Vivian left. She doesn’t feel safe, and after tonight, I don’t blame her. I gotta get back in the game or I’ll be running into trouble. Frankie would feel safer with you around when I’m not there. We got home games through Sunday, then a week and a half on the road. We’ll take care of your room and board, replace your salary, whatever it takes.” 

      “Wait, you want me to travel with you?” 

      “We do.” 

      “And she wants me to drop everything and hop on a plane?” 

      “Yes. Look, that fire upstairs wasn’t a random fire. It looks like someone poured gas or something on the carpet and the walls outside her room. The fire extended about twenty feet on either side of the door, but the rest of the hall was clear.” 

      Mitch looked up at the hotel as if he could see for himself what I was talking about from down here in the street. “I’ve got a spare room. It’s yours as long as you need it.” 

      That wasn’t what I was expecting. “Is that a yes?” 

      “Replace my salary and cover the travel, and I can get the rest. You want more than me?” 

      “Yes. No. Wait, what?” 

      “My roommate is a former Marine. You make him the same offer, I guarantee he’ll take it.” 

      “Mitch, I…” Before I could continue, Officer Linden stepped up beside me. 

      “I’m afraid you might be right, Mr. Lucas.” He heaved out a breath that smelled of stale coffee and cigarettes. “The fire was contained to the tenth-floor hallway. We’re going to need you and Ms. Sarcone to come down to the station to make a statement.” 

      “Of course,” I said. 

      Linden looked over my shoulder and raised a thick eyebrow. “She okay?”  

      He started walking over to her as I said, “She inhaled a lot of smoke before we made it out. You think we can stop by the hospital before we go downtown?” 

      Linden stooped in front of Frankie and took her hand. She looked so tiny next to his considerable girth. He asked a few questions, she gave a few answers I couldn’t hear, and he relayed something into his radio. By the time he was able to get himself off the ground again, a couple medics were rushing over to us with a stretcher between them. 

      The medics wheeled Frankie over to one of the ambulances sitting on the side of the street out in front of the Savory. They checked her vitals and placed an oxygen mask over her face while they asked her a bunch of questions. Vivian was pacing back and forth while Mitch stood off at the front of the ambulance with his phone stuck to his ear. I felt so helpless. My girl was hurting, and all I could do was stand there and watch. 

      Once Frankie was cleared by the medics, Officer Linden took his leave, telling us to meet him at the station in a half an hour. Frankie moved toward the parking garage, to her car, when Mitch stopped her. 

      “Leave your cars. We can take mine,” he said.  

      Frankie gave me a look when I started following Mitch and Vivian down the street, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she looped her arm around my waist and shoved her hands in my pockets again.   
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        * * *

      

      We’d just finished giving our statements when the door to the interview room flew open. Officer Linden had stepped out seconds before, so I expected to see him coming back for the full cup of coffee he left on the long metal table. Except it was Marco who stormed in. All at once, Vivian, Frankie, and Mitch were out of their seats. I was frozen in place as Marco came straight at me, pointing his finger like he was picking me out of a lineup.  

      “I hope you’re fucking happy.” His face was all screwed up and bright red, like he’d been holding his breath. “Another day with you and she’ll be dead.” 

      Without warning, Frankie was flying toward Marco before Mitch could even make a move to stop her. She slammed her hands into Marco’s chest and forced him back a couple feet. 

      “Don’t you dare talk to him like that!” Frankie said, pushing up on her tiptoes and yelling into his face. “If there’s a threat on my life, it’s because of you, you bastard!” 

      Marco looked hurt by her words, but he shook it off. He was smooth and calculating when he continued. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, tesoro. Twice now you’ve been hurt because of him. I’ve done nothing but protect you your whole life.” 

      “You’ve done nothing but ruin my life,” Frankie told him, her tone so low it was menacing. “You have taken away everything that meant anything to me. Every time I made a friend, you’d scare them away. Every time, Marco. No one wants to know me or be around me because of you. I’ve had enough. You will not take the only man I have ever loved away from me. Do you understand?” 

      Marco narrowed his eyes at Frankie and took a step forward. “What do you know of love, Frankie?” 

      She stepped toward him, and there were only inches between them. I had to strain to hear what she said. “I have learned more about love in the three months I’ve known Corey than in my entire life with you. I have learned that I am important. That what I want matters. That I don’t have to end up a whore like your sister, because it is possible for someone to love me for me. I have learned that this man is more important to me than anything in the world, and if you can’t accept that, then you don’t belong in my life.” 

      I desperately wanted to hear Marco’s response, but he was dumbstruck. Before he could speak, the door swung open and Officer Linden stuck his head inside. 

      “Is everything okay in here?” 

      

      Frankie 

       

      Officer Linden’s sudden appearance was a much-needed distraction. I swore, if Marco would have said one more thing, we would have come to blows. But now, with an officer of the law present, Marco was all prim and proper, introducing himself as my loving uncle who cared only for my safety. That was, until the partially open door swung inward and a beast of a man stepped into the room. 

      I wasn’t exactly tall. At six-four, Corey had nearly a foot on me. But the newcomer had another half-foot on top of him. Not only that, but his solid, rock wall of a chest was wider than Officer Linden’s gut. The close-cropped copper hair on his head also cradled his cheeks and chin. Switch out his black t-shirt for a plaid button-up and you’d have a redheaded poster child for the next paper towel commercial. Even his eyes looked menacing as they sparkled like emeralds in the harsh fluorescent lights. 

      “Who the fuck is this?” Marco became a bulldog, even though the man could crush him under his little finger. 

      “The other half of Frankie’s new security team,” Mitch said, pushing forward and placing himself between me and Marco.

      “My what?” Of course, my voice chose that moment to fail me, and I squeaked. Corey pulled me back into his chest, and while I was thankful for his embrace, I hated feeling so helpless. It was bad enough my lungs and voice were failing me. I hated showing this much weakness in front of anyone. 

      “Mitch is going to stick around for a while, like you said,” Corey told me. 

      “It’s okay, darlin’,” Mitch said without glancing away from Marco. “Lee and I will make sure nothing happens to you and Corey. You’ll stay with us until we fly out next week.” 

      “Like hell!” Marco said, his volume creeping up. “She’s not going anywhere with you.” He tried to be intimidating, puffing out his chest and standing up as tall as he could. But he only reminded me of a little chihuahua, trying to play with the big boys, even though he was the shortest man in the room. 

      “Mr. Leonetti,” Officer Linden interjected. “Even after all that’s happened, I believe Mr. Lucas and Ms. Sarcone will be well protected with these two.” 

      Marco, the smooth businessman, all but disappeared. He shoved his finger in Corey’s direction, pushing forward like he was trying to get around Mitch and me, and yelled, “He’s the reason she’s in danger in the first place! If it weren’t for him, none of this would have happened!” 

      The beast, Lee, grabbed Marco around the waist, lifting him off the ground so my uncle was flailing like a toddler throwing a temper tantrum. The officers in the squad room were peering in the windows that separated us from them. This was exactly the kind of scene my uncle tried so hard to avoid. Corey tightened his grip around my waist as Mitch and Officer Linden both pushed closer to Marco, their hands raised in front of them to calm Marco down. 

      “Mr. Leonetti, I assure you, while we believe there is a threat, Mr. Lucas isn’t the cause.” 

      “What?” Marco stopped struggling and looked at Officer Linden like he saw a ghost. “What threat?” 

      “Sir, if you’d calm down and have a seat,” Mitch said, motioning to the table, “we can explain what’s been going on. Perhaps you can even help.” 

      Marco looked gob smacked by Mitch’s calm, respectful demeanor. He went limp in Lee’s arms, then walked slumped over to the table to sit by Vivian when he was released. 

      Mitch and Corey walked through everything that had happened the past few weeks. The fires. The Porsche. Even my drink being spiked. Up until then, I hadn’t put it all together, and that shaky sense of security I was feeling back in my hotel room before the fire alarms went off all but disappeared. Marco and Vivian were a display in stoicism, both blank slates until Marco asked for clarification on this or that. 

      The sun was peeking over the horizon by the time we walked out of the police station. Marco took off in his Town Car, leaving the rest of us behind. I wanted to crawl back into bed with Corey and fall asleep, but we were in the parking lot by the time I remembered there is no bed to crawl into. Mitch’s beat-up pickup truck sat there like an ugly reminder of all I'd lost. 

      “Vivian, Lee can take you wherever you need to go,” Mitch said, walking backwards in front of us with his keys jangling in his hand. “Frankie, Corey, you’re with me.” 

      “Can't I come with you?” Vivian asked. “I'd rather stay with Frankie right now.” 

      I gave my cousin a hard look. She left my hotel room with Mitch. And she showed up with him after Corey texted him. I imagined she was more interested in staying close to Mitch than to me. But at that point, I was too tired to care. 

      Since the cab of Mitch’s truck didn’t hold the four of us comfortably, Mitch convinced Viv to go with Lee. His older-model black SUV was a far cry from what she was used to, but it was diamonds to sand compared to what Mitch drove. 

      I curled up against Corey’s chest as Mitch drove up and down random streets for an hour before we reached our destination. The house we stopped in front of—hell, the whole neighborhood, for that matter—looked like it should be condemned. I wanted to tell Mitch we’d stay at a hotel, but Corey wrapped his arm around my shoulder and followed my best friend like he came to places like this all the time. And then I wondered if maybe he was used to them. It wasn't until he hit it big last year that he had any money at all. Maybe his home growing up looked something like this. My heart ached at the thought. 

      Mitch brought us straight upstairs, and I was glad for the lack of a tour. I didn’t even see the t-shirt he offered me to sleep in, and I was barely coherent enough to help Corey undress me before I fell into bed. All I knew was how wonderful it felt when Corey laid down beside me and pulled me into his side before I fell asleep.
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      Frankie 

       

      “Frankie, darlin’, you awake?” 

      The quiet rap on the door pulled me out of a wonderful dream. Corey and I were on a beach, drinking in the sunshine and each other. I knew when I opened my eyes, I'd be thrown into the harsh reality of my new life. Mitch’s beat-up truck. The house that should be condemned. Gone were the mansions and Porsches, and I didn't know when I’d get them back. 

      But when I opened my eyes, I felt like I was still in the dream. Corey was beside me, our bare legs intertwined, my head on his chest. Surely the room wasn’t where I fell asleep last night. Beneath us were thick, pale blue sheets, nicer than the ones I’d been sleeping on at the Savory for months. Around us were cream-colored walls, thick, pale blue curtains over the narrow window, and a hardwood floor made to look like it came straight out of a cabin on the beach. It appeared as if someone had designed the room with ultimate comfort in mind. 

      “We’re up,” Corey grumbled beside me. He pulled me closer and I grinned. 

      “Come down when you get a chance. We’ve got something to show you.” Mitch’s voice was muffled and he sounded tired. Even the quiet footsteps plodding down the hall as he left sounded like he was dragging. 

      I returned my attention to Corey. “At least one of us is up.” I kissed him hard and ran my hand down over his chest to the bulge against my thigh. “Do you think we have enough time for a quickie?” 

      “Damn, woman,” Corey muttered against my lips. “Don't you ever get enough?” 

      “I will never get enough of you, baby.” 

      Our clothing options were beyond limited. When Corey and I made our way out of the room, he was back in the jeans and t-shirt he was wearing the night before, and I had on my old jeans and the t-shirt Mitch gave me to sleep in. It was so big it hung off my shoulder, but it gave Corey easy access to the crook of my neck, so I could hardly complain.

      What I saw as we walked through the house did not jive with what I saw when we got here last night. Just as in the room where we slept, and the fancy en suite bathroom where we got ready, everything looked high-end and classy. The upstairs had one other room, the door to which was closed. Downstairs, the living room had an overstuffed leather sofa and matching chairs, a sixty-inch flat screen television, and gorgeous walnut hardwoods. Vivian was sitting on the couch wearing a grey t-shirt much like mine, her legs tucked up under a wine-colored blanket. Her eyes were on Mitch, who was standing behind Lee at a computer with five monitors over in the corner. When we stepped up behind them, there were a bunch of black and white pictures on the screens. 

      “What’s this?” Corey asked. 

      “Surveillance video from the hotel,” Mitch told us, pointing at one of the monitors. “Look here. She pours some sort of accelerant, probably lighter fluid, right outside your room, lights it on fire, and runs.” 

      “She?” I asked as I leaned closer to the screen. 

      “The majority of arsonists are male,” Lee said. This wasn’t the first time I'd heard him speak, but I was still surprised at how deep his voice was as it rumbled through his thick chest. “So this is rare. We don't know if she's the one who started the other fire, but I’d be surprised if there were more than one. There's probably a personal vendetta involved, some perceived wrong she’s trying to right.” 

      “Pull up the stills,” Mitch directed Lee before turning back to us. “We tracked her through the hotel, both coming and going. She was careful to keep her face hidden. Looks like the bottles of accelerant were brought in under her jacket. But when she was waiting to board the elevator, we caught her reflection in the mirror across the hall.” 

      Lee zoomed in on a still of our arsonist, and Corey gasped. 

      “Shit,” he said under his breath. He turned his back to us and grabbed his hair in both hands. “He was right.” 

      “Who was right?” Mitch asked.  

      Corey turned back to me and wrapped me tight in his arms. “It's my fault,” he said. “Marco was right, it's all because of me.” 

      “You know her?” Lee asked. 

      “It’s Madison Greene. She’s… She was my neighbor. Her apartment got hit as bad as mine.” 

      “Why would she set her own place on fire?” I asked. 

      “Because she’s a fucking psycho,” Corey muttered. “I used to… sleep with her. But I got fed up with her before we got together, Frankie. I swear. I had to block her number. She kept calling and texting. I figured she’s a rich little brat who's used to getting everything she wants and didn't understand the word no.” 

      “Did she ever exhibit any other strange behavior?” Lee asked. 

      Corey nodded against my head. “I never let her into my apartment. I told her I never let any women come in. But back in March, my sister stayed over while she was in the city for some job interviews. Madison kept glaring at Jen, freaking her out. She didn't believe we’re siblings. I had to tell her to back off. Shit, I bet she saw Frankie there, too.” 

      “Anything else you can remember?” 

      Corey paused. His eyes squeezed shut and his face pinched. Then he shook his head, almost like he was trying to convince himself of something. “I didn't see her, but Matt told me she was hanging out at the bars we’d been going to. Said he thought we were together because I was cutting out early—to be with Frankie—and Madison always left a couple minutes later.” 

      “That’s Matt Cromwell?” Mitch asked.  

      Corey nodded again and hugged me tighter. “I'm sorry, Frankie.” 

      “It's not your fault, Corey,” I told him. “You didn't set the fires.” 

      “No, but without me, you wouldn't be in danger.” 

      “And without you I wouldn't feel alive,” I said. “I love you. I don't want to live without you, even if it means dealing with this psycho bitch.” 

      Mitch chuckled, and soon Corey loosened his grip on me. Lee took charge, planning out our next couple days and setting out rules we needed to follow. After we were done, Corey kissed me goodbye and took off with Lee. Since we couldn’t get back into the hotel for a few days to see if any of our belongings could be salvaged, Corey needed a new suit for the team travel days. He’d already been fitted for one, since he lost most of his clothes in the fire at his apartment. Lee’s plan was to pick that up and get Corey a change of clothes before bringing him to the stadium for tonight’s game.  

      Mitch headed to bed to get a little sleep. Afterward, he’d take me and Viv out so I could pick up some clothes and other necessities for both Corey and me. But once he was upstairs, I let my curiosity get the best of me. I wandered through the ground floor of the house, trying to understand.  

      “What is this place?” I asked. The living room, with the leather furniture and fancy electronics, looked like it used to be a formal dining room back before urban blight took over the neighborhood. What should have been the living room, toward the front of the house, matched the exterior. It housed a beaten-up old couch and pool table. The walls had holes in them, both from pool cues and what appeared to be a fist or two. The kitchen was all stainless-steel appliances and granite tile countertops, while the small mudroom at the back of the house had yellowing walls, yellow linoleum, and yellow cabinets. 

      “I asked the same thing,” Vivian said as she reached around me to the coffee pot. “Lee works some security jobs when he can get them. When he’s not doing security, he’s a bouncer at Club 5 and some of the other clubs around the city.” 

      “Well, that explains the space command he’s got set up in there. But I don't get this,” I said, motioning to the mudroom. 

      “It’s crazy, right?” Vivian grinned. “Notice how there’s no natural light in the kitchen or living room? The curtains are all blackout curtains so people can't see in. But the windows back there and up front in the pool room have busted plastic shades and dirty curtains. Mitch says it’s to make the house look undesirable to any thieves who might think this would be a good place to hit. Lee’s got, like, fifty grand in equipment between the living room and the basement.” 

      “Holy shit.” I shook my head and took another look around the kitchen, noticing the high-end range, double-door fridge, and the spotless little table off to the side of the room. “Why didn't Mitch ever tell me about this?” 

      “Would you tell anyone if you lived in this shithole?” Vivian laughed as she turned back to the living room. “Besides, he says Lee uses this as a safe house for his clients sometimes. Mitch helps out when Lee needs him. Guess it helps pay the rent.” 

      When she was curled back under her blanket, breathing in the steam from her coffee, she patted the couch beside her. I settled in on the other side of the couch and snuck my feet under the blanket. We sipped our coffee in silence for a while before I couldn’t hold back any longer. 

      “Where did you sleep last night?” I asked. 

      Vivian raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips. “Upstairs, in Mitch's room.” I bit my tongue to stop myself from talking, telling her what I really wanted to say. My cousin smirked at me. “Don't worry, Frankie. Mitch was down here with Lee all night. If he slept at all, it wasn't with me. You know I wouldn't do that to you.” 

      I nodded, but I didn’t know that I believed her. I was with Corey, not Mitch. I could see her justifying her play for him like that. If our roles were reversed, I’d have a hard time keeping my hands off Mitch, too. He was funny, sweet, sexy as hell. And it was obvious he was interested in Vivian. I mean, who wouldn't be? She was rocking his t-shirt like it’d be the next big thing in Milan. 

      Mitch came downstairs from his nap, looking clean and refreshed, minutes before Lee got back. Lee handed over a new cell phone he took the liberty of picking up for me. Then he disappeared into the basement to do a little research before he headed to the police station to share with them what he’d found. 

      After a lunch of cold meat sandwiches and potato chips, Vivian and I piled into Mitch’s truck—another ruse for the sake of Lee’s little security business—and we headed off to Marco’s house. 

      A week prior, I would have laughed at the thought of sleeping in the slums and shopping through Vivian’s racks of designer clothes. But in light of the concerns for my safety, the time spent in the safe house and Marco’s instead of in a hotel or out on the mile-long strip of public stores made us all feel better.  

      

      Corey 

       

      After the game, all I wanted was to get back to Frankie. But I wasn't sure if that would ever happen. Lee’s presence drew attention from the team. I tried to beg off, but Lee had other ideas. He insisted on speaking with Matt about what he’d seen of Madison. My friend was more observant than I could ever hope to be and only too happy to help. Not only was Madison hanging out at the bars when we were at home, but also in every city we traveled to. It was a wonder Matt didn’t figure out it was Frankie I was with instead. 

      We got another surprise once we left the stadium. We were forced to drive all over the city until we lost the crazies who tried chasing after us with cameras hanging out their car windows. It didn't make any sense until after we reached Lee and Mitch’s house. 

      Upon walking into the living room, my dreams of falling into Frankie's arms disappeared. She was on the couch, her fingers steepled at her lips, elbows on her knees, eyes glued to the television. Even Mitch’s arm around her back didn’t bother me as much as her obvious distress. 

      “What’s going on?” I asked as I took a seat at Frankie’s side. She grabbed my hand and pulled me close. When Mitch backed off, I slid my own arm around her. 

      “You made the news,” Mitch told me. 

      And sure enough, there I was. The crazies with the cameras were like the goddamn paparazzi or something. Lee’s massive chest couldn’t hide me from view. The flashing lights from the cameras made me look every bit as exhausted as I felt. As I listened to the news report that had Frankie’s attention, I began to understand her concern. 

      “...baseball star Corey Lucas. Sources say the target of the fires may have been Frankie Sarcone, niece of prominent businessman, and owner of the team, Marco Leonetti. Greene is wanted for questioning in connection with the case.” 

      Mitch muted the TV as Lee let loose. There wasn't a curse word in the book that didn’t pass his lips. When he calmed down, Frankie turned to Mitch. 

      “What's this mean?” she asked. 

      “It means the police have a fucking leak,” Lee said with a growl. “They were gonna hold off on releasing anything until they had a little more on her.” 

      “I showed her pic to Carol,” Mitch said. “She’s not sure, but she said it’s possible it’s the woman who was sitting next to Frankie the night she was drugged.” 

      “Lot of fucking good that does us now. She’ll be in the wind now that her picture’s all over the news. It's not going to make it any easier to find her, that’s for sure.” 

      “But won't it make it harder to hide?” I asked. “If everyone knows she’s wanted?” 

      “If she didn't have so much money at her disposal, maybe,” Mitch said. 

      A cell phone rang and both Mitch and Lee grabbed for theirs before anyone realized the noise was coming from behind Frankie. She snagged the phone and groaned before answering. There was a barrage of noise coming out of the earpiece before Frankie pulled the phone away from her ear. She stabbed the end button and threw the phone on the table. 

      “Who was that?” Mitch asked. 

      “Marco.” Frankie sank back into the couch beside me and snuggled into my side. When the phone rang again, she didn’t move to answer it. After the third ring, Lee grabbed the phone and disappeared into the kitchen. 

      We sat in strained silence with only the grumble of Lee’s deep voice in the other room. After a few minutes, Mitch asked, “What’d he want?”  

      “To yell at someone?” Frankie shrugged. “All I heard was something about his name being muddied.” When neither Mitch nor I responded, Frankie said, “Marco tries to keep his name out of the news for anything bad. He wants only good things out there about him, so it’s easier to keep the bad things he’s involved in out of sight and out of mind. But he knows better than to yell at me like that. I hung up on him the last time he did it, and every time before that.” 

      “You’d think he’d be more worried about you than his name,” I said.  

      “Oh, that’s what the second call was. He’ll apologize for his behavior and promise he’s only worried about me. And then he’ll become an overbearing control freak. He’s probably insisting right now that Lee bring me to his place and keep you two out of my life forever.” 

      “You know your uncle well,” Lee said as he walked back in the room. “I told him you’re a big girl, you can make your own decisions.” 

      “Did he threaten not to pay you for your services?” Frankie asked. 

      “And I politely reminded him he is not our client and he was never asked to pay us in the first place.” 

      A wide smile split her face in two. “I knew I liked you.” 

      Lee dipped his head in acknowledgment. Then he was back to business. He informed us all of what he’d learned throughout the day, both while working with the police and on his own. Madison’s father was one of the richest men in the country, and his daughter would undoubtedly have his considerable wealth at her disposal. Now with her name out there, it was even worse. She could be anywhere. There was no telling what she’d be thinking, since, from what Lee could tell, she’d always been fairly quiet. Her social media pages topped out at selfies of her doing duck-lips and sticking her tongue out like a member of an ’80s hair band. There was no indication of where she could be going, because there was very little of where she’d been. Lee promised us he’d keep searching, that he wouldn’t stop until she was found.  

      It was well past midnight before Frankie and I trudged up the stairs to go to bed. She peeled me out of my clothes and pulled me down onto the bed beside her. When she curled up against my side with her head against my chest, I pulled her chin up so I could see her face. 

      “You okay?” I asked. 

      “I'm worried.” 

      “You’ll be alright, doll. Mitch and Lee will take good care of you tomorrow, and I'll see you at the hotel after the game.” 

      “It’s not that,” she said. “I know I’ll be okay. I’m worried about you.” 

      I chuckled and kissed her forehead. “You’re the one with the psycho after you, not me. I'll be fine.” 

      “The psycho is after me because she wants you, Corey. I don't want anything to happen to you. I thought I only needed to worry about Marco ruining my chance at happiness. Now she's after you, too. I want to keep you safe.” 

      “I won't let anything happen to me.” 

      “You better not, or you’ll have to answer to me.” She chuckled and kissed my nose. 

      “Will you punish me?” I asked, chucking her under the chin. 

      “That depends,” she said. She grinned at me, then laid her head back down. She fell silent, and soon her breathing slowed. 

      It wasn’t the first night we’d been together that we hadn't made love before falling asleep. But this, holding Frankie in my arms in bed, was more than I'd ever need.
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      Frankie  

       

      You’d think, with all the stress, Corey's game would have suffered. The fires. Losing all his belongings. His fear for our lives. But none of it seemed to matter. Corey played better than ever. And the sex, the love making, kept getting better. It was as if he channeled all his worries into making me come harder than I ever had before. I couldn't get enough. I never wanted him to stop. Every touch from his hands, lips, and tongue was enough to unravel everything inside of me until I was nothing but an empty shell for him to fill. 

      While I spent my nights and mornings with Corey, I spent my days with Mitch and Lee. Although I loved Mitch, he was a different person when Lee was around. He was always so relaxed back at the bar. But around Lee, he was always on guard, even on the planes. Still, they both indulged me by answering my questions about Lee’s little security business. 

      “So when did you start this?” I asked Lee as we ate hotdogs and peanuts while waiting for the first game against Philly to begin. It took three days in Arizona for him to relax enough to look at me like a person instead of an asset. 

      “Couple years ago,” he said before taking a drink from his large plastic cup. He peered out at the patchwork of green laid out in front of us before his eyes grazed over the crowd in the stadium around us. “Got outta the Marines and was looking for something to pay the bills. Started work in the clubs as a bouncer. One owner’s daughter had a crazy-ass ex who couldn't take no for an answer.” 

      I looked up at him and raised an eyebrow. “You don't say.” 

      Lee nodded and spoke around a bite of his dog. “Fucker beat her up once before, so her daddy hired me to look out for her. Thought maybe my size would deter the ex.” 

      “How’d it end?” I asked. 

      “Badly.” Lee and Mitch both laughed. “Fucker got drunk and ran his car up a light pole in front of her house. She wasn't even there. Was shacking up with her new guy in the next state. Police found a fucking arsenal in the car with him. Figure he was gonna go postal on her and anyone else he could take out.” 

      “Well, it’s good it ended without anyone getting hurt,” I said, but Lee grimaced.

      “Would have been better if I coulda stopped him. Dear old daddy wouldn't give me a recommendation ’cause I didn't stop the bastard. Never mind I kept his princess safe for a couple months. I was guarding her, not stopping the ex. Barely got paid my due on that one.” 

      “What, he expected you to be in two places at once?” 

      “Something like that.” 

      “Lee and I used to serve together,” Mitch said. “I got out and was looking for a job and a place to stay.” 

      “Fucking week earlier, I coulda used his help.” Lee looked up and grinned, then returned his eyes to the crowd. He never rested. He was always working, always searching. I couldn’t have asked for a better bodyguard. “Wouldn't have been on my own and might’ve caught the guy and got a break. Instead, I'm working my ass off for every job I get and being a fucking bouncer to pay the bills.” 

      The crowd started going crazy as Corey and the team took the field. Lee shoved the rest of his hot dog in his mouth and took another good look around. We were fairly certain we were safe at the stadium. Security at the entrance was high. Even if Madison made it in, she couldn't bring any weapons with, and there wasn’t enough flammable material for a fire. But that didn’t stop Lee from scrutinizing every person who got close. 

      As the seventh inning stretch was wrapping up, when I had my eyes glued to my man in blue and grey, Lee straightened beside me. Within seconds, Mitch tensed on my other side and my attention was no longer on Corey. 

      “Got something?” 

      Without glancing at us, Lee said, “Ten o’clock. Red shirt and jeans, blue ball cap.” 

      “Go take a look.”  

      Mitch snaked his arm behind me and pulled me into his side as Lee stood and stalked off in the direction of the pretty brunette who caught his eye. The same thing had happened so many times since we started this trip, and I still wasn’t used to it. I missed play after play as I watched Lee close in on the girl. It wasn’t until he was about five feet away from her, and stopped and shook his head, that I relaxed. My body slumped against Mitch and he pulled me even closer. I didn’t mind the jab of the armrest as it dug into my side. I didn’t think about the feel of his lips on the crown of my head as he gave me a kiss and tried to calm me. I was so high strung I felt like I might explode.  

      “You wanna go back to the hotel, darlin’?” Mitch asked. 

      I nodded and let him help me out of my seat. I wanted Corey to be there with me. I hated that he’d be at the stadium while we were across town at the hotel. I hated that it was Mitch holding me and not him. I wanted this crazy bitch caught so I could go back to my life without fear of every skinny brunette who walked by. 
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        * * *

      

      “Well, if it isn't Miss Frankie Sarcone.” Matt Cromwell smiled as I approached the table. His eyes widened as he saw Mitch and Lee coming up behind me. “And her entourage.”

      “Hey, Matt,” I said as I gave him a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. I made my rounds—to Ellen, Ramon, and Emily—while I introduced my friends and security team. The guys recognized Lee from the previous week when he questioned them about Madison. And it was clear the ladies recognized Mitch, though they didn’t seem clear on why. We’d gone out to Riverside a couple times as a group, but Mitch was stuck behind the bar most of the time. Either that, or he purposely didn't approach with Corey standing by. At the restaurant in Atlanta, he was out of his element. The lighting was dim but not dark. The colors were calm, relaxing even, not the dark wood and sexy, club-like atmosphere of Riverside. At the bar, Mitch’s tattoos faded into the scenery. Here, they stood out against the clean white tablecloths, black cloth napkins, and candlelit centerpieces that sat in front of us. 

      Before we could take our seats, Corey showed up. I didn’t even see him approach. All at once, I was captured in his embrace, and my body hummed when he pulled me tight against him and buried his face in the crook of my neck. I spun out of his grip and wrapped my arms around him. His kiss made it hard for me to breathe and I suddenly regretted accepting the invitation to go out with our friends. 

      Behind me, the silence from our group was palpable. I forgot they didn't know about me and Corey until earlier in the week. I forgot they thought we only tolerated each other's presence. I forgot they were even behind me until Mitch cleared his throat and I was torn out of my little Corey-filled fantasy and thrust back into reality. 

      Dinner. Friends. Restaurant. 

      Turning back to my friends, my face warmed as much as the rest of me, but I pressed my body back against Corey’s chest. He wrapped an arm around my waist and clutched my hip with his other hand, his fingers caressing the smooth fabric of my dress. 

      “I guess it is true,” Matt said as he looked us over. “Couldn’t believe it until I saw for myself. Who would have thought the two of you would end up together?” 

      “Ay, I knew it!” Ramon’s happy face was split in two with a bigger-than-life grin. “I knew you’d find love, hermano!” 

      Corey pulled me backwards as he sat in his chair, settling me on his lap even though my chair was right next to him. “Can you blame me?” he said with a grin. “Once I saw her, I knew I had to make this beautiful woman mine.” 

      Matt shook his head as Ellen, Emily, and Ramon swooned at Corey’s words. Mitch grinned and winked at me as he watched the two of us.  

      “So what’s this about a crazy woman out to get you?” My eyes snapped up to Emily in time to see her shrivel under Lee’s glare. She looked like a child next to his bulk, like she could climb up on his knee and tell him what she wanted for Christmas. 

      “It’s okay, Lee,” I told him. “None of them knew about us. This whole thing is new to all of them.”

      Once he relaxed, I addressed Emily. “What you’ve heard in the news is mostly true. Some jealous woman set fire to Corey’s apartment, then the hotel we were staying at.” I didn't tell them about the Porsche in New York or my spiked drink. 

      “That’s crazy,” Ellen said. “Why would she do something like that?” 

      “She wants me all to herself,” Corey said as he pulled me closer. “Some people can't resist me.” 

      Matt and Ramon chuckled as poor Ellen and Emily looked like they’d die of discomfort. I elbowed Corey in the gut.  

      “Behave,” I told him.  

      I slid off his lap and into my chair when the waitress came to take our drink orders. I tried to get Mitch and Lee to relax for the night and order themselves a drink, but both insisted on having water. Once the drinks were delivered and our dinner orders were taken, we fell into our easy banter. Corey’s hand never left my thigh until our food arrived. 

      I'd missed this—the easy conversation with our friends. But it was better now than it was before. There was no more hiding what was going on between me and Corey. Both of us were more relaxed, more carefree, even with the curious stares from our friends. 

      As the waitress was clearing our dinner plates, but before the dessert menus had made their rounds, Vivian and Vinny showed up. Fashionably late, as usual. There were warm hugs and introductions as my cousins joined our party—Vivian between me and Mitch, Vinny on the other side of Corey. Mitch had the girls eating out of his hand. His normal attire of t-shirts and jeans had been upgraded tonight to a dark blue button-up and chinos. The dressier clothes clashed with his tattoos, but it only made him sexier. I noticed Vivian touching his shoulder more than necessary, and on the other side of him, Emily was doing the same.  

      Corey's hands were never gone from my body for more than a couple minutes, even as we ate our tiramisu and continued our separate conversations. Holding hands, a caress on my cheek, a stolen kiss, whispered I love yous. Each touch made me realize again how much he gave me and how I was the luckiest woman in the world. 

      After Lee excused himself to go to the bathroom, when everyone was listening to Corey tell one of my favorite stories from his college ball years, I glanced around the room. I was only half paying attention to my friends, when my eyes grazed over a pretty brunette wearing a lacy black cocktail dress, standing on the other side of the arched doorway. Her hair was a mess, the dress was wrinkled and its hem torn, and her eye makeup was smudged and smeared under her eyes.

      All the stress that left my body earlier came barreling back, and I gasped as I grabbed for Corey’s arm. 

      “Corey, down!” Mitch was out of his seat in seconds, pushing me and Vivian below the table. 

      “Shit!” Corey dived on top of me, knocking me to the floor. Mitch’s feet disappeared from my view. There were screams and shouts coming through the restaurant, but I didn’t know what was happening. I only knew what I could see and hear under the table. Tiny food and drink stains on the thin, tan carpet beneath my head. Ancient clumps of gum stuck to the bottom of our tables, hidden by the long, white tablecloths. Lee’s deep bass was yelling over Mitch’s shouts, and customers screamed from the front of the restaurant. Vivian was next to me, clutching my hand, yelling at Vinny to get down. Corey was on top of me, his body crushing mine. My world was contained inside the darkened space below the tables. 

      Near my ear, a deep whispering chant pulsed through the air. After listening for a minute, it became clear what it was. “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.” Corey was repeating it over and over. His body was shaking on top of me, and it wrecked me. 

      “Corey, baby,” I said as I pushed him off me and sat us up under the tables. He had to slouch to fit, so I pulled him into me and wrapped my arms around him. “It’s going to be okay. We’re okay.” 

      “Frankie,” he said, his voice so low and deep. It was like the first night we met. Everything inside of me twisted and turned, and I ached to make him feel better. I whispered reassurances in his ear as I rubbed my hands over his back, through his hair, across his cheeks. I took my cues from Mitch, using everything he had done to calm me in the past week on Corey. 

      “Frankie, darlin’,” Mitch’s quiet voice called out. I looked up and found him peeking under the tablecloth at us. “She’s gone. You can come out.” 

      “Gone?” Corey asked. “What do you mean, gone?” 

      Mitch helped me up and, together, we pulled Corey off the floor. “She got away. There were too many people at the front of the restaurant. She slipped through easily, but the crowd wouldn’t part fast enough for me and Lee.” 

      “You didn’t catch her?” Corey’s voice was shaking and he pulled me into his arms. 

      “Look, man, we tried.” 

      “It’s okay, Mitch,” I said. I turned back to Corey, and he buried his face in the crook of my neck. “It’ll be okay. They’ll get her, baby.” 

      “God, Frankie, I can’t do this. I can’t keep putting you in danger.” 

      “We’re fine. No one got hurt.” 

      Corey squeezed me tight against him. His hands clutched at my back and neck, and his body rocked from side to side as he held me.

      “How are you so strong?” he whispered. “How can you not be falling apart right now?” 

      I chuckled and kissed his lips. “You haven’t seen me the past week without you. I’ve got a complex now. Every time I see brown hair, my heart tries to jump out of my chest.” 

      “I love you, doll.” Corey ran the tip of his nose along the length of mine before kissing my forehead. “God, I love you so much. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

      
        
        .   .   .

      

      

      

      Corey 

       

      I felt like such a failure.

      “How are you so strong? How can you not be falling apart right now?” 

      Frankie’s response gutted me, knowing what I’d put her through.

      Before I met Frankie, I was happy. Or at least, I thought I was. I had money. I had fame. I was killing it on the field. I was able to give my family things they’d never dreamed of before. I had a girl under me whenever I wanted to fuck as I saw fit. There was nothing I needed that wasn’t already given to me, that I couldn’t buy or bed. 

      That night at Riverside ruined me and gave me everything. Love was never on my radar. Frankie ripped apart my life. She restacked it, reshaped it, until she was all that mattered to me. And it was all before we made it to her room. 

      This woman, this strong, determined woman, was all mine. I’d put her in danger because of my past. The idea of her being hurt, of losing her, was too much. She was all I’d ever need, and without her, I didn’t know if I could continue living. 

      Yet, she was the strong one. She was the one comforting me. Where did I fail so much in my life that I couldn’t protect the woman I loved? 

      There was hell to pay at the restaurant. Management wasn’t happy that Lee and Mitch bowled over their patrons to chase after some woman who, as far as they knew, did nothing but stand in a doorway. But Frankie took charge as only Frankie could. It pained me when she walked off into the back room with Lee, Mitch, and the manager. When she came back fifteen minutes later, the whole restaurant was calmer. She ushered our group out the door. Out on the sidewalk, Matt stopped her. 

      “What about our bills?” he asked. 

      “It’s been taken care of,” Frankie told him. 

      “What do you mean it’s been taken care of?” Ellen jumped in. “That had to be at least three hundred dollars in food and drink for our bill alone. Did they comp us?” 

      Frankie smiled. “It’s been taken care of.” She dropped it there. But I knew her. I knew that smile even if the others didn’t. Management was pissed. Frankie took care of it. She probably threw in a handsome tip to smooth things over. It was what she did. She didn’t use her wealth to get what she wanted, but she would use it to keep her name out of things, to smooth things over, to keep the peace. It was one of the many things she picked up from Marco. 

      There were rounds of hugs as our friends wished us good night and good luck. I flirted with the girls, because that’s what I always did. And it seemed to help them. I could see the anxiety in their faces lessen as I teased them—like any other night. As Frankie was saying goodbye to Vivian, Vinny came to my side.  

      “Remember what I said,” he told me as he shook my hand. 

      “Of course. I'll make it happen, no matter what.” 

      “It would mean the world to her.” Vinny looked over at Frankie and smiled. “Take care of my cousin.” 

      “I will. I promise.” I only hoped it was a promise I could keep. 

      Frankie and I slipped into the back seat of the black Suburban she rented for our stay in Atlanta. With the tinted windows and dark interior, it almost felt like we were alone in the world. I didn’t care about Mitch and Lee in the front seat. I wanted to hold my girl. I needed to feel her next to me, to know she was safe. 

      “I'm sorry we didn't stop her.” I looked up and caught Lee looking at us in the rear view. “She must have been watching from afar.” 

      “She's smarter than she looks,” Frankie said. “She knew to wait until you were in the restroom before she approached.” 

      “It’d still be nice if we had caught her.” 

      There was silence for a while as Lee drove. The city slid by, lights flashing like strobes as we passed. I looked up to give Frankie a kiss and saw a small smile on her lips. 

      “What is it?” I asked. 

      She shook her head, her smile widening. “Where's a fucking light pole when you need it?”  

      The laughter started small. First a chuckle from Mitch. Then a wider smile from Frankie, followed by her angel’s laugh. Each got louder, and soon Lee’s booming bass joined in. And though I didn’t know what it was that had them laughing, I couldn't help but laugh, too.
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      Corey 

       

      Keeping secrets from Frankie wasn’t an easy thing to do. Mostly because she was the smartest woman I knew, and she could see through me like I was glass. There were only a couple secrets I'd ever kept. The first was that I still had the little twisty-tie ring I made for her. It was in my locker back home, hidden in the pocket of my old gym shorts. I couldn't bring myself to throw it away. Not after she kissed me and told me, “Someday.” 

      The second was the secret Vinny asked me to keep. Keeping that secret was one of the hardest things I'd ever done. Every time Frankie went down on me, she had me singing like a bird. But this was a surprise that wasn’t just for her, and I had to keep it. 

      I almost slipped up our last night in D.C. After our near encounter with Madison back in Atlanta, Frankie decided it would be safer for us to stay in for the foreseeable future. She was worried we were inviting danger into our friends’ lives with our presence. So until Madison was caught—or she found her light pole—we weren't going out with friends. Mitch and Lee dined on room service with us each night, then left to go to their own rooms.  

      I felt like singing. I had my girl wrapped in my arms, her back pressed against my front. It was sweet torture, holding her like that, our naked bodies pressed together in the bathtub of our hotel room. The muted grey tile walls reflected the light of a dozen candles that were lit around the space. Frankie rolled over and straddled me. The warm water sloshed against the edge of the deep tub, stirring up the scent of roses from the bath. 

      “Tell me what you're thinking,” she said. Her hazel eyes shone with mischief and her breasts begged to be kissed. I had to bite my tongue to stop the secret from spilling out. I ran my hands up her silky thighs and around to cradle her ass, then pulled her closer. “I'm thinking of how good it feels to have you here with me,” I told her.  

      She gave me a wicked, crooked grin as she ground her body against me. “Like this?”

      A moan tumbled free from my chest. “That’s not exactly what I meant.”

      “Are you complaining?” she asked. 

      “Never.” I gave her a smile, then tasted her lips. She was sweet like the chocolate covered strawberries and wine we’d snacked on before we bathed. “I can’t get enough of you, doll.”

      Gripping her hips, I moved her body against my own. And then it was her letting out a little moan, the girl leaning closer. Her chest was covered in goosebumps where the cool air hit her wet skin. I dipped my head, tasting her there as well, taking the tip of her peaked nipple between my lips before giving her a gentle suck. Her moans continued, her hips rocking against mine. Each time my erection nudged at her entrance, she gave a breathy gasp.

      “Corey!” Frankie purred, pulling my face to hers. “Fuck me, baby.” 

      “No, doll.” I captured her lips, slipped my tongue into her greedy little mouth, and she ground against me until I couldn’t take it anymore. 

      “Make love to me,” she begged. 

      No further invitation was needed. I positioned my tip at her heat, teasing her clit, strumming her as I slid up and down between her folds. When her moans became whimpers, I pushed in, nice and slow. It was agonizing not to fuck her hard. But Frankie deserved so much more than a good fuck. I wanted to make love to her. I wanted to enjoy the sweet ecstasy on her face as I filled her. I wanted to feel her pulsing around me each time I slid inside. I wanted to give her everything, because she was everything to me. 

      It was only when I couldn't hold back any longer that I increased my speed. With the water sloshing over the edge of the tub and Frankie bracing herself against the porcelain sides, I tried to time it so our orgasms are seconds apart. I loved to watch her come. It was even better this time than most. Our eyes were locked on each other and I felt more connected to her than I ever could have hoped to be with anyone else. 

      She was mine. 

      In bed, after we mopped up the bath water from the floor, Frankie clung to me. 

      “I'm not sure if I'm ready to go back,” she said. “I'm not sure what there is to go back to.” 

      “We’ve got Mitch’s place until we find something new.” 

      “Yes, but until she’s caught, can we go anywhere else? It’s bad enough we’ve pulled them away from their lives for the past two weeks. I can't imagine living with them much longer.” 

      “I know, me neither.” It was mid-June, and the regular season didn’t end until the beginning of October. There was a lot of traveling in there. With Madison’s appearance in Atlanta, there was no way I was comfortable asking the guys not to come with when we left town. But I'd overheard Mitch on the phone with his boss when he didn't know I was there. It sounded like there would be trouble if he didn't get back to Riverside soon. 

      “I can talk to them tomorrow on the plane,” Frankie said. “See what they think. I don't want to cause problems for them, but I don't want to go unprotected.” 

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. Because I'd asked them to do exactly that. Pulling off Vinny's surprise would be hard enough without Lee and Mitch hanging around. It could cause an already delicate situation to fall to pieces, and I wanted it to go as smooth as possible. 

      The team left early in the morning. Because I'd asked for Mitch and Lee’s help, they’d booked their tickets for even earlier. The plan was for Lee to take Frankie back to their house while Mitch grabbed Frankie's Porsche from the Savory’s parking garage and picked me up at the stadium. It was risky bringing the Porsche by the safe house, and this time Madison wasn’t the problem. Lee’s neighbors were not people you wanted to flash money around in front of. 

      I'd been given one minute. Lee had Frankie ready as I pulled up out front. Mitch had the passenger door open the second I stopped, and Lee ushered Frankie out the front of the house. She looked surprised to see the Porsche but accepted the situation without question. 

      That was, until we were safely out of the neighborhood. 

      “Mind telling me what we're doing?” she asked as we pulled out onto the highway. 

      I signaled and took the next exit without a word. When I pulled to the side of the road, I turned to her and smiled. “I have a surprise for you, doll.” 

      “Like a Milwaukee kind of surprise?”  

      Oh, that wicked smile. I pulled part of her surprise out from beneath my leg and held it up for her to see. 

      “Not quite, but there is a blindfold involved.” 

      “Mmm.” Frankie leaned toward me. “That sounds like fun.” 

      I gave her a kiss before tying the black strip of cloth around her eyes. “If I knew you’d like it so much, I would have brought it up sooner.” With the blindfold secured, I kissed her again. Frankie grabbed my head and deepened the kiss, and for a moment I forgot what it was I was doing. 

      “Are you going to tie me up?” she asked when we parted. Her breathy voice made her sound like she was begging for it, and it took all I had in me not to turn around and find a hotel room for the rest of the day. I threw the Porsche in gear and peeled away from the side of the road.  

      “Maybe later. For now, I have a different kind of surprise. No peeking.” 

      “Can I guess?” 

      “You can try. But you won't get it.” 

      Frankie pouted, and I wanted to reach over and suck her bottom lip into my mouth. I forced myself not to look at her so I wouldn't be distracted and wreck the Porsche.  

      “Is it in the city?” 

      “Nope.” 

      “Are we going to eat?” 

      “I hope so.” 

      She was quiet for so long, I thought she'd given up. Then, “Have I been there before?” 

      “Yes.” 

      Frankie took my hand and we drove in silence. The Porsche handled like a dream. Just like the one in Milwaukee. Just like the one in New York. As much as it pained me to say it, I was considering getting rid of my ‘Vette. I'd always been partial to red, but Frankie's silver car was growing on me.  

      The neighborhood we were going to was a gated community. It was the only reason Lee let me take Frankie without him or Mitch tagging along. The security guard recognized the Porsche and had the gate open before we got there. Vinny called ahead so Frankie wouldn't get tipped off with a stop at the gate. I drove straight on through, slowing only slightly as I tried to recall the directions Vinny emailed me the night before.  

      Each property had perfectly manicured lawns that stretched in front of us like we were driving through the middle of a golf course. Long, winding drives led to massive homes set far back on the fields of bright green grass. Flowers and trees were pruned to perfection, as if each petal and leaf was worth its weight in gold. The whole place reeked of money, the same way Mitch’s neighborhood smelled of poverty. 

      Finally, we arrived. The house was not a house. It was a fucking mansion. Two stone columns flanked the large double doors. A massive picture window was surrounded by a stone façade. The way the afternoon sun hit the glass made it sparkle like gold. I pulled the Porsche up the long circle drive and came to a stop in front of the wide stone staircase.  

      Frankie squeezed my hand. “Are we there yet?” 

      I let out a nervous laugh. “We're here, doll.” I gave her a kiss, which she deepened until I was left dizzy from lack of oxygen. When she pulled back, I ran the tip of my nose against the length of hers. “I love you, Frankie.” 

      She rewarded me with a beautiful smile. “I love you, Corey.” 

      “Take off your blindfold.” 

      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. When they did, Frankie gaped at me. “What the hell?” 

      
        
        .    .     .

      

      

      

      Frankie 

       

      Corey smiled at me, and though I loved his smile, I couldn’t keep from getting mad. 

      “Do you have a death wish?” I asked. “Why the hell would you bring us here?” I looked out the window and saw the house where I spent my teenage years. Of all the places Corey could have brought me, this was the last I would have expected. 

      “Humor me, doll.” Corey got out and walked around to my side of the car. He had to take my hand and drag me out, because my body had stopped functioning. 

      “Marco’s going to kill you,” I told him when I found my voice. 

      “It’s going to be fine.” He smiled at me, but I could see the uncertainty in his eyes, and maybe a touch of fear. And he should have been scared, because he’d brought us into the lion’s den. 

      Marco’s housekeeper, Rose, was standing at the front door as we approached. The woman was always present when I lived there, but I meant about as much to her as the bathroom toilet in one of the unused guest rooms. And the feeling was mutual. She ushered us in without a word, then wandered off to some other part of the house. Corey looked at me with one eyebrow raised as he scratched his cheek. I didn’t want to get into it with him, so I grabbed his hand and tugged. 

      “You ready to meet your maker?” I pulled Corey along behind me as I stepped through the large entryway. My heels clicked on the travertine floor and echoed around the room as if we were in an empty museum. We wound through the living room, past the massive table in the dining room, and toward the kitchen. Marco’s laughter was booming when we walked through the door, but that was gone the instant he saw us. 

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Marco was all bulldog, and he started to push through the group of people scattered between us when a sudden squeal interrupted him. 

      “Corey!” Jen Lucas popped her head up, then rushed forward and jumped into Corey’s arms. “What are you doing here? Oh my God! I didn’t think you’d come!” 

      “Wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Corey said as he picked his sister up and hugged her. Her feet hung down by his shins and as he swayed back and forth, her legs swung like she was a little kid. 

      Marco made it halfway across the kitchen to us, and he was staring at Corey and Jen through narrowed eyes. “You know him?” he asked in a gruff voice. 

      “Marco, this is my brother, Corey Lucas.” Jen was beaming up at her brother as he eyed my uncle. 

      “This is your brother?” Marco’s eyes narrowed even further, but Jen didn’t seem to notice. 

      “Show him, Corey.” Jen grabbed the sleeve to Corey’s t-shirt and pulled it up, exposing the tattoo on his arm. She beamed up at Marco as she tugged Corey’s shoulder toward her for a better view. “This is Tiger.” 

      Marco pulled his head back like he’d been slapped as he saw the tiger inked on Corey’s skin. “You’re Jen’s brother?” 

      “Yes,” Corey said. 

      “And Frankie’s…” 

      “One and the same.” 

      Jen wrapped her arm around Corey’s waist and tugged him farther into the kitchen. She reminded me of the little kids in the park when I was doing yoga, dragging their moms across the grass to the ice cream cart. They brushed past Marco and stopped in front of the island near Vinny and Vivian. I caught the firm handshake and brotherly hug Corey gave Vinny before he peeked back over his shoulder at me. I swore there were bird feathers hanging out of Vinny’s mouth with the conniving smile on his face. 

      “He’s her brother?” Marco asked as he stepped over to my side. His eyes hadn’t left the Lucas siblings. I’d never seen him so thrown off before. 

      “Jen and Corey Lucas,” I offered as my response. 

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

      “Tell you what? When?” I glared at my uncle but kept my voice low. “From the minute you saw Corey in my hospital room, you’ve done nothing but try to yell at me and keep me away from him. What does it matter anyway?” 

      “He’s Jen’s brother.” Marco shook his head. I was fed up with his strange behavior. I stalked past him to Corey’s side.  

      Corey pulled me into his arms and kissed my forehead. I melted into his embrace. We weren’t dead. Marco wasn’t yelling. I didn’t understand it, but with Corey’s arms around me, at that moment, I didn’t care. 

      Marco joined our little group again but was quiet for some time. We listened to Vivian finish telling about her most recent trip to Paris, then Vinny and Jen started in on a hilarious story about the drunk she sat next to on the plane ride home from the Bahamas. I could almost forget my uncle’s strange behavior, but he kept eyeing Jen, Corey, and me as if we were some exotic animals he wasn’t sure how to handle. 

      Rose made an appearance in the kitchen, and Marco shooed us all out of the room so she could start dinner. I settled in on the couch in the living room with Corey pressed to my side. Our fingers were intertwined, our legs and shoulders tight against each other. Marco sat in the closest chair and looked at Corey. 

      “Season’s going good.” 

      “Yes, sir,” Corey said as Vivian and Vinny stopped in the middle of their conversation and stared. 

      “You’ve had a great year so far.” 

      Corey pulled me closer to him and kissed my temple. “I've had some inspiration this year.” 

      Marco eyed me as I curled my fingers around Corey’s arm. “That must be some inspiration.” 

      “But, Corey,” Jen said, “you and Frankie hated each other when you first met. You were already doing great at the beginning of the season.” 

      Corey and I laughed at his sister. “No, Jen, we never hated each other.” 

      “We met before Spring Training,” Corey said. “And I fell for her the minute I saw her.” 

      As Corey held my hand tight in his grip, Vinny tugged Jen closer to his side and whispered in her ear. Vivian was watching her father and Marco was staring at us with studious eyes. In my heart, I knew Corey loved me. I didn’t know what he’d done to pull this off—to make Marco at least tolerate his presence here at my side—but the fact that he even tried meant everything. 

      The subtle unease faded throughout the afternoon. When Vivian and Marco were locked in a deep conversation and Vinny pulled Jen out of the room to show her the gardens, I took Corey’s hand and led him away. I gave him a tour of the place. I felt bad, in a way. He and Jen grew up with little while I grew up with so much. At the same time, I was jealous. He grew up in a loving home while I never felt I belonged.  

      We ended the tour in my old bedroom. The first floor of Lee’s safe house could fit comfortably inside the walls. The hardwood floors were covered in trendy area rugs Vivian helped me pick out in California last year. The upper walls are painted a creamy blue, with white wainscoting on the bottom. The decorations were limited to books and a few stuffed animals my grandmother gave me when I was young. There was no television, but instead a nice little reading nook where I spent so much time when I was growing up. 

       The minute we were inside, Corey shut the door and pulled me against him. “Mmm, I love your bed.” He nudged me backwards until my legs buckled against the mattress.  

      “God, I want you,” I said as he nipped at my neck. I gazed up at the canopy draped over the four white posts on each corner of the bed. Beneath me, the white eyelet comforter cradled my body, reminding me of the years I’d lain here wishing for a different life. A life where I could be loved by a man without hiding from my uncle, where I could have friends and have the freedom I always felt I deserved.  

      When Corey slid his hand up my thigh beneath my dress, I stopped him. “Not here.” 

      “Why not?” he asked without halting his assault on my neck. 

      “I don't know how you did it, Corey.” 

      “Did what?” He stopped and looked up at me, his brow furrowed and his dark eyes shining.  

      “You’ve got Marco eating out of your palm. How’d you do it?” 

      “It was Vinny's idea.” He sat up and adjusted himself, then turned and smiled at me. “He realized Marco didn't know I’m Jen’s brother. She always assumed Marco knew who she was, and since he never said anything, she stayed away from talking about baseball.” 

      “Don't mix business and pleasure.” 

      “Exactly. Anyway, so Vinny comes up to me in Atlanta and says Marco was begging her to invite her family over. Especially her big brother, whom she idolizes.” Corey made air quotes and rolled his eyes, but he had that loving smile he always got when he talked about his little sister. “Vinny knew you’d never agree to come, but Marco’s all but invited me himself. What better way for him to meet me than in front of Jen? What’s he going to do, throw me out? He loves Jen almost as much as Vinny does.” 

      I kissed Corey, gentle at first, then harder. Soon we were lying down again, and I knew I had to stop him before it became impossible. 

      “What’s wrong?” he asked when I pulled away from his kiss and halted his hands on my thighs. 

      “I'm not doing this here. Not tonight.” 

      “Come on, doll. What better way to say ‘fuck you’ to Marco than to make love to me in his house?” 

      I grinned at him and planted a chaste kiss on his lips. “While I like the way you think, I’d rather not get you killed the first time you’re here. Besides, if we’re going to say ‘fuck you,’ then you better fuck me. But not tonight.” 

      “Please, baby. It’ll be fun.” 

      “Not here.” I stood and pulled Corey off the bed. He pressed his hard body against mine, and I slid my hands up his chest. “Now, let’s go downstairs before Marco starts to think we’re doing what you want to do.” 

      Corey groaned but followed behind me. We joined everyone in the living room again. Before we could even get comfortable, Rose announced that dinner was ready. We dined on filet mignon, grilled asparagus, and rosemary new potatoes. There was only one thing I liked about my uncle’s housekeeper: Her cooking. 

      When the food and wine were gone and the sun was floating above the horizon, we gathered on the front steps to say goodbye.  

      Vinny gave me a tight hug. “I'm glad you came, cuz. I’ve missed you.” 

      “Me too,” I told him. 

      When Vinny released me, Marco was there to take his place. With his hands on my shoulders, he kissed each cheek, then looked me in the eyes.  

      “Frankie. Tesoro. I owe you an apology.” When I didn’t respond, he continued. “I know I haven't been fair to you, and I'm sorry. Corey is a fine young man. I can see he makes you happy, and I want you to be happy. I hope you can forgive me.” 

      I nodded and gave my uncle a hug. I stepped back, and Marco shook Corey’s hand. I didn’t catch what they said to each other because my phone started ringing. As I dug it out of my purse, a car horn blared down the street. In a neighborhood like Marco’s, car horns didn’t blare. It was carefully controlled—who got in and who didn’t. I looked up at the black, beat-up old SUV barreling up the circle drive. But it was who was in front of that, storming toward the house, that had me reeling.

      The red-headed woman was one I’d seen before. Near the kitchen in the restaurant in Atlanta, dressed like the waitstaff with her hair pulled up in a bun. I’d seen her in D.C., her red hair hanging in waves across her back. And in Philly before that, though she must have been wearing a wig. For a split second, her face was all I saw—in every city, every hotel, every stadium we’d been in since before the fire.

      But after that second, the only thing I saw was the sleek black pistol she was pointing straight at us.  

      “No!”  

      My eyes caught the muzzle flash before my ears registered the sound of the gun being fired. Before I had a chance to react, I was pushed to the ground. My skin ripped open as my palms hit the pavement, and I was crushed under Corey’s body. Lee was out of his SUV, tackling the pretty redhead to the ground. Marco and Vinny were yelling and dragging Jen and Vivian down. And Jen was screaming. Screaming so loud at first, I thought she’d been hit. It wasn’t until the warmth of blood started soaking through my dress that I realized it wasn’t Jen that was shot. 

      It was Corey.
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      Frankie 

       

      “Vinny, get her away.” Rose’s clipped voice snapped at my cousin as she rushed out the front door, and like he had when he was a child, he did exactly what she said. As Vinny grabbed Jen and dragged the crying girl off her brother, Marco carefully rolled Corey’s body off me.

      “No!” I gasped, seeing the large hole in his blood-covered shirt. Before I could scramble off the ground and get to him, Rose snapped again.

      “Marco, keep her back. Vivian, I need clean towels from the guest bath.”

      Vivian rushed off into the house as Marco grabbed my shoulders and hauled me into his arms. Rose knelt at Corey’s side, pressing her hands to his wound.

      Sirens rang out as I struggled against my uncle, and as Viv rushed out the door with an armload of towels, two police cars came screaming up the long drive.

      “Corey,” I whimpered, still trying to get free. His blue eyes were glassy, his face scrunched in pain, as he turned toward me.

      “Frankie, doll… I’m sorry.” His voice was weak, so weak, and something inside me broke. Tears I’d been holding back burst free and a sob wrenched loose from my throat.

      “Corey!” 

      “Frankie, hold still,” Marco demanded, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t sit there watching as the love of my life died.

      “Let her go,” Rose said, the clip of her voice more subdued. I raced to Corey’s side, dragging my skinned hands and knees through the puddle of blood on the cement.

      Somewhere over Rose’s shoulder, the cops had their guns trained on the redhead who shot Corey. And though I wanted to chase her down and give her a taste of her own medicine, Corey was the only thing I could see.

      “That’s it,” Rose said as I reached their side. “It’ll be okay, little one. Everything will be just fine.”

      “Will it?” I asked, risking a glance at the woman before training my eyes back on Corey’s blues. As I cupped his face in my blood-covered hands, my tears dripped from my chin onto his chest.

      “Everything will work out.” 

      With those cryptic words, more sirens called out through the warm summer air. In minutes, medics pushed Rose aside and Marco pulled me off the ground once more. My uncle held me in his arms, trying to soothe the pain in my heart, as they loaded Corey onto a stretcher and into the back of the ambulance.

      “I want to go with him,” I cried, struggling to free myself from the cage of Marco’s arms. “I need to go with Corey!”

      “Tesoro,” Marco said calmly, pulling my head to his chest and smoothing a hand down my hair. “You need to let Jen go with. He needs his sister there.”

      “He needs me!” I pounded my fists against his chest, but Marco wouldn’t release me.

      “I’ll take you,” he told me, loosening his grip slightly so he could look down into my eyes. “We’ll follow right behind the ambulance and be there at the same time.”

      Vinny rushed over from the rear of the ambulance, bloody handprints covering his shirt. “I’m going to the hospital,” he said, pulling out his phone.

      “I’ve already called Tom to bring your car around.” 

      My eyes snapped up to the doorway, where Rose stood with a bloody towel in her hands. The wrinkles on her forehead and around her mouth looked more pronounced than they had before, especially when her lips pulled up into a sad smile.

      “Thank you, Rose,” Marco said, nodding at his housekeeper as his driver pulled his Town Car to the front of the house. “Let’s go.”

      We piled into the car, then sped behind the ambulance to the hospital. When I wasn’t pacing the halls, waiting for Corey to get out of surgery, I was seated next to Marco, his arm wrapped around my shoulder. Vinny held Jen in his arms, giving her whatever comfort he could. But the wait was vicious, the stale smell of the hospital and uncomfortable chairs making every minute that passed more unbearable than the last.

      It wasn’t until after the cops came to take statements from all of us that Lee and Mitch finally arrived. Mitch rushed over to me as I stumbled out of my chair, then I fell into his arms. 

      “What happened?” Marco demanded, glaring up at Lee, the little chihuahua trying to stand up to a Great Dane. He pointed his finger, placing blame, as he growled, “That redhead wasn’t Madison Greene.”

      Lee’s chest expanded with a breath, and he said, “Can we sit—” 

      Before he could finish, Marco bit out, “Tell me what happened!”

      “Dad,” Vinny snapped, much the same way Rose had issued instructions back at the house, “sit down and shut up.”

      Looking like he’d been struck, Marco blinked. He forced his jaw shut, then backed himself up and sat in his chair. Mitch settled me in my own seat, then pulled up chairs for himself and Lee from the side of the room. 

      “First of all,” Lee started once his large frame was seated in his chair, “I want to apologize for not getting there soo—”

      “Damn right you’ll apologize!”

      “Dad,” Vinny pleaded, his arms wrapped around Jen. “Please. Just let him speak.”

      With a sharp nod, my uncle shut his mouth.

      “We should have been there sooner,” Lee said, his gaze zipping to Mitch before settling back on me. “We’d been so stuck on finding Madison, we didn’t realize there was another threat.”

      “Who is she?” I asked, my throat tight.

      Mitch squeezed my hand. “Her name is Tina Dayton. She was a friend of Madison’s.”

      “Where’d Madison go?” From across the room Jen’s voice barely made it to my ears. “Where’d this girl come from?”

      “We’re not exactly sure,” Lee told her. “But from what we’ve seen, this girl has been by Madison’s side for the past few months. We showed her picture to some of Corey’s teammates, and they all said they’ve seen her before.”

      “I think I have, too,” I told him.

      Lee nodded at me. “I’m pretty sure she was at the second game in Atlanta.”

      “The brunette you thought was Madison?” He nodded again and I said, “I think I saw her at the restaurant when we went to the back to smooth things over with the manager.”

      Lee grimaced, then shook his head. “We should have found her. We should have stopped her.”

      I reached forward and put my hand on his knee. “You did the best you could.”

      

      Corey

       

      Sunlight slashed across the foot of my bed as a jolt of pain lanced across my stomach. I squeezed my eyes shut as I tried to adjust my back, every movement like a stabbing knife. It wasn’t as shocking as the first time I woke up after surgery, but it wasn’t something I’d get used to anytime soon.

      That first time, I’d found my angel standing over me and thought I’d died and gone to heaven, the pain a reminder that Frankie was always too good to be true. But she’d smiled at me with tears in her eyes, and the squeeze of her fingers around mine, and the soft pillow of her lips touching my own, told me I’d found my heaven here on earth.

      “You okay, Tiger?” My eyes darted around the room in search of my angel, but she was nowhere to be found. Instead, Jen was at my side in an instant, helping to move my pillow so I was more comfortable. She and Frankie had been here every moment, and I was thankful to have them both in my life.

      “All things considered, I’m okay,” I told her, forcing out a weak smile.

      “You don’t have to be so stoic, you know,” she said, squeezing my hand. “It’s okay to ask me for help.”

      Across the room, my dad stirred in his chair. He and Mom had flown in the night before on Marco’s jet. Vinny insisted on sending it for them, and I was glad they could be by my side.

      “Where’s Mom?” I asked Jen, keeping my voice low so Dad could sleep. 

      The girl ducked her head, fingering the edge of my blanket before mumbling, “Vinny took her back to his mansion to rest.”

      “And Frankie?” I asked, wincing at the pain in my gut.

      Jen shrugged, then looked up. “Fighting with Marco in the hall. Again.”

      “What for this time?” I asked, trying to sit up before deciding against it.

      Jen tucked my blanket back in place. “She quit her job.”

      “Oh.” My eyes fell shut and I let out a breath.

      “Oh? That’s all you have to say?”

      “What do you want me to say?” I asked, opening my eyes again. “She’s got more than enough money to go without one, Jen. She’ll be fine. I’m sure she’ll figure everything out.”

      With a huff, Jen turned away, curling up on the bench along the wall. Within seconds, there was a knock on the door.

      “You awake?” Lee’s deep bass rumbled through the room.

      “I’m awake.” I groaned as I tried to sit up, and Jen was immediately at my side again.

      “He needs his rest,” she told him, and Lee stopped, his ass floating above the chair beside my bed.

      “It’s fine, Jen,” I said, suppressing a yawn.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Lee told her, waiting until she nodded before he sat and turned to address me. “Frankie tell you what happened?”

      “A little.” I blinked, then pressed my thumb to my forehead. “I remember her. She was with Madison down in Arizona during Spring Training. We…” I stopped, glancing across the room. My dad was still asleep, but Jen eyed me like she did as a kid. Like she was waiting on me to say something or do something, just so she could rat me out to Mom and Dad.

      “Something might have happened, I think.”

      “You think?” Jen asked, disgust marring her features. I glared at her before looking back at Lee.

      “You think?” he prodded.

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember. I was trying to get Frankie off my mind, so I was going to go out to a bar. Madison was there, waiting for me, and I decided drinking with a friend was better than drinking alone. Except, we went up to her penthouse so she could change, and Red was there.”

      “Tina,” Jen said with a scoff, and I glared at her again.

      “I didn’t catch her name. I didn’t plan to stay. But she talked me into a drink, and everything else was a blur.”

      “She drugged you,” Lee said, as if he had solid proof. “It’s been her m.o. We’re fairly certain she was behind Frankie’s incident at Riverside. And when the police found Madison’s body, she was pumped full of drugs.”

      “Wait, Madison’s dead?”

      Lee nodded, his lips pulling into a frown. “Found her in Dayton’s spare bedroom, bound like a pig with a noose around her neck. Autopsy hasn’t been done yet, but they think it was the drugs that killed her.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered, leaning my head against the bed. All the worst-case scenarios sped through my head. “That could have been Frankie if you hadn’t caught her.”

      “Very well could have been,” Lee agreed. “They think Dayton befriended Madison last year and had been hanging around to get closer to you. There were more than two dozen burner phones in her apartment, and yours was the only number they ever called, everything dating back to shortly after you signed with the team.”

      My head hit the pillow and I stared up at the ceiling, feeling like an idiot for not doing something about those damn calls.

      “The police think she coerced Madison to start the fires at your apartment building and the Savory. They found videos in Madison’s room of the two of them talking. They were plotting to get rid of Frankie, and one video showed Dayton telling Madison her apartment had to burn as punishment for going behind her back to be with you. Dayton also had a shrine in your name in her own bedroom. Even had pictures of the two of you in… compromising positions.”

      Jen scoffed, and I glared at her before gesturing to Lee to continue.

      “There was a video, too.” He rubbed a hand down his face, his eyes dancing around the room like he was trying not to look at me. “They, uh…they tried to rape you. The video shows you…” He paused, glancing at Jen before dragging his eyes to mine. “My source says it was obvious you weren’t conscious. Madison was yelling at Dayton about putting too much of something in your drink.”

      My stomach churned as vague memories flickered in my head. I wanted to cover my ears, to not hear what he was saying. I wanted to hide away from the horrible truth.

      “When the police questioned her, Dayton insisted you two’d been together since high school, even had a baby together. But she went to some rich kid’s prep school on the West coast, nowhere near where you went to school.”

      “All those crazy rich people,” Jen muttered under her breath.

      I tried to throw a glare her way, but pain lanced through my gut. Jen jumped from the bench, taking my hand in hers and giving Lee a hard look.

      “Corey needs to rest,” she insisted.

      “Jen—”

      “No, Corey. The doctors said you need to rest if you’re going to recover. If you’re ever going to be able to get back in the game.”

      Baseball was my life. Second only to Frankie and my family. As usual, Jen knew just how to play me.

      Nodding, I looked Lee’s way. “Thanks for looking out for us.”

      He dipped his head, trained those emerald eyes on me. “Wish we could have done more.”

      “Where’s a good light pole when you need it?” I said, offering a smile.

      Lee’s laugh rumbled through the air and down the hall as he left. 

      My sister tucked my blankets around me, then pushed the button to give me another dose of pain medicine. It hit me hard, and my eyelids tugged down. As they closed, I saw the face of an angel coming my way.
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        Eight months later 

      

      

       Frankie 

       

      “Mornin’, darlin’.” Mitch looked up at me, his eyes hooded from sleep. His ever-growing tattoo snaked down his forearms, but his ripped stomach was still mostly free of ink. Only the tiny curls that tickled his abs—the same ones from when I first saw them—were present. 

      “Good morning,” I told him. I dragged my eyes away from him and turned my head to look out on the city. It was a beautiful day, even if it was early. I took a sip of my coffee, stuck my hand in the pocket of my robe, and turned back to Mitch. “Did you sleep well?” 

      “Like a dream.” He sat up and set his feet on the floor, leaning to stretch over the back of my leather sofa. “I need to get one of these. I swear it’s as comfortable as my bed.” 

      I smiled and sat on one of the matching armchairs, adjusting my robe over my legs. “You can afford it now. Maybe you should.” 

      He shrugged, then stretched again. “You hear from Lee?” 

      “Had a text first thing this morning. What is it? Zero five hundred hours?” 

      “That’s too early.” 

      “That’s what I told him. But you know how he is.”  

      Lee was on a case. Another rich girl with a crazy-ass ex. This time, though, he had more help. His full-time staff of five security guys helped him out so he wasn’t out of town or showing up too late when he was needed most. 

      A lot changed since Corey was shot last June. Lee quit his jobs at all the clubs he was a bouncer at and began working at his own security company full-time. It took a couple months, but he was able to convince Mitch to quit working at Riverside and join him. They’d taken on a handful of clients and were gaining enough recognition that Lee was talking about expanding. All he needed was a little more capital. And that’s where I came in. 

      I didn’t blame Lee for showing up too late that day. He did the best he could, given his limited resources. He tracked Tina to Marco’s house, and if it hadn’t been for the security guard at the gate, he would have been there on time. Of course, the guard was doing his job, too. He was trying to keep an unauthorized person from entering the gated community. Lee had to crash through the barrier gate to get through. 

      And luckily, he did. 

      It was the guard who called the police, then the ambulance once the shots were fired. If they hadn’t gotten there when they did, Rose was sure we would have lost Corey.

      “I better go,” Mitch said as he pulled on his t-shirt, then grabbed his coat off the floor and threw it over his shoulder. “Thanks for letting me crash here.” 

      I stood and wrapped my arms around Mitch as he hugged me tight. “Anytime. Thanks for coming last night.” 

      “I wouldn’t miss it, darlin’.” I lifted my chin and accepted a kiss on the cheek before letting him go. 

      When Mitch shut the door behind him, I flipped the deadbolt and turned toward the kitchen. There were empty alcohol bottles, fruit rinds, and dirty glasses strewn across the bar. The sink was overflowing with plates and the garbage was full of the remains of all the hors d’oeuvres, napkins, and containers from last night. My housekeeper—a woman named Bianca, who came highly recommended by Rose—was coming later in the afternoon to clean it up. I hated leaving it for her, but she insisted that’s what I paid her for. And I supposed she was right. 

      It was something I had to learn. My money, everything I inherited, everything I’d been stockpiling instead of using, was as important as my knowledge and skills. I realized I needed to use everything available to me to make my life, and the lives of others, more comfortable. 

      My first investment was Lee’s security company. The influx of capital was the thing that allowed him to build the company the way he always wanted. And it was a fantastic investment. Within the first six months, I’d made back all my money and more. Each new investment allowed him to buy more equipment and hire more men. Our plan was to move forward with hiring another dozen men, expanding operations outside of the city to New York and California. 

      I'd met with my financial advisors many times over the past six months and narrowed down a few other companies I was considering investing in. There were so many that needed capital, and some were promising prospects. It wasn’t something I was jumping into. Each decision was carefully made, as Marco always taught me. 

      I grabbed my cell phone off the counter and pushed the button on my coffee machine to refill my coffee mug, then scrolled through my messages while I waited. Vivian called again last night while I was sleeping. She always did have trouble with time zones. I listened to the message as I sipped my coffee and flipped through one of the résumés Lee sent over. 

      “Frankie, sweetie, congratulations. Wish I could have been there. Let's meet up when we’re back next month. Love you!” 

      The background was blaring horns and people yelling. Vivian had been traveling so much I didn’t even remember where she was supposed to be this week. India? Africa? It was hard to keep it straight. All I knew was that she was out shopping for fabrics for her clothing line. She offered to take me with her when she left months ago, but I declined. My little empire was growing, and I needed to be here. 

      I shot off a quick email to Lee, letting him know the résumé looked good and suggesting we set up an interview at his earliest convenience. Then I grabbed the rest of the stack and deposited the papers on my desk in my office. There was something I’d been wanting to do all morning, but I’d needed to see Mitch off first. 

      I climbed the stairs to the second floor of my condo. It had a loft feel—the grand stairwell looked out over the open living and dining rooms. Only my office was closed off downstairs. It was enough privacy to invite clients in without them imposing too much on my personal space. At the top of the stairs, there were two spare bedrooms, each with their own attached baths. At the far end of the hall was the master suite. I’d moved my large canopy bed from my room at Marco’s. It was one of the few possessions I brought into the place that wasn’t bought new. And that, along with the jacuzzi tub in the master bath, made me want to never leave my room.  

      It felt like home.  

      But it wasn’t my bedroom I was interested in at that moment. It was one of the spares. The room had been converted to a workout space, with a treadmill, elliptical machine, weight machines, and a large, open space for yoga. That room held my interest this morning. 

      When I opened the door, he was standing there, dripping sweat and looking good enough to eat. Corey turned to me and smiled. I walked straight to him and wrapped my arms around him, sweat be damned. 

      “I love you, baby.” I squeezed him tightly, then pulled back to looked at him. His perfect stomach was now marred by a quarter-sized pucker of skin where the bullet entered. He also had a slash across his chest and stomach where they cut him open to fix the damage the bullet had caused. If it hadn’t been for Corey jumping in front of me when he did, it would have been me with the scars, if I even survived.

      He was more than perfect, and I loved his scars. Because those scars showed the world how much he loved me. Well, that and the sparkling diamond that rested on my finger. 

      It was no twisty tie, but it would do. 

      

      Corey 

       

      I still had nightmares of Tina holding that gun, stalking toward us across the circle drive. It wasn’t that I got hit. My nightmares were of me not getting in front of Frankie in time. To me, it was more devastating than what really happened. 

      After multiple surgeries to fix my gut and months of physical therapy, I was finally deemed healthy. I missed the rest of the season last year. There were even fears I would never heal enough to return to baseball. There was still a question about how good I’d be when I returned. 

      It hurt. The injury and my new limitations. Baseball was my life, the one thing I’d always wanted to do. Sure, I got my degree in business to fall back on, but that’s not what I wanted to do with my life. Living without baseball would be bad.  

      Living without Frankie would be worse. 

      When she walked in the exercise room in our condo, my breath stopped. She wasn’t wearing makeup and her hair was a mess from sleep. But she looked so beautiful. 

      “I love you,” she said as she stopped in front of me, and I wrapped her in my arms.

      The ring on her finger was cold against my back, even though her hands were warm. I breathed in her smell—coconut body wash that lingered from our shower yesterday, and that unique smell that was just her. Her body, her sex. Every breath was heady. It made me want to peel her out of her robe and take her right there in the middle of the floor. 

      “I love you, too, doll.” I leaned down and kissed Frankie, a gentle press of our lips. She opened her mouth and invited me in. Our tongues swirled together and my cock began to stir. I didn’t know how she did this to me so easily. One taste was all it took. 

      “Is he gone?” I asked when I came up for air. 

      “Yes, we’re alone at last.” 

      At last.  

      After the shooting, I spent weeks in the hospital recovering. While I was there, Frankie found this place. I guess the threat of losing me was enough to make her reevaluate her life. With Madison gone and Tina in jail awaiting trial, there was no need to live with Mitch and Lee any longer. Returning to the Savory, or any hotel, wasn’t enticing. Frankie was ready to move on with her life. What better way to start it than to have her own place?  

      Our own place. 

      Because there was no question in her mind, I would live with her when I was released from the hospital. I didn’t even care that I didn’t get to help choose it. The place was great. We sat above the city, nothing but walls of windows between us and the sky. If you looked carefully, you could see a sliver of the park where I bore my soul to Frankie. You could see a corner of the Savory, where we first met. You could even see the stadium, which looked amazing at night. Frankie had her office downstairs. My office—all I needed—was the exercise room. And then there was the spare room, which hadn’t been vacant until this week.  

      Jen all but moved in to help Frankie with me. When my parents came to visit, they stayed there, too. But the room was mostly Jen’s. 

      For months. 

      Though she got a few job offers, to her, family was more important. And we needed her. Frankie could only do so much. She was busy building her new empire, and her people needed her involved. Lee was over all the time, talking business and the case against Tina, until Frankie found a more fitting space for him to office out of. She set him up with his own condo downstairs and offered the same to Mitch when he joined the team. Mitch hadn’t taken her up on the offer, but living in their little safe house in the slums got less and less enjoyable the more time he spent around Lee and Frankie. 

      My little sister helped feed me, got me my medicine on time, and changed my bandages. She took me to PT and doctors’ appointments. She helped me up and down the stairs and into the cab that took us to the park for some fresh air. I loved having her around. But now, I loved having her gone. 

      There was nothing more embarrassing than sexing up my girl with my sister down the hall. 

      “Would you like something to eat?” Frankie asked. The way her hands were caressing my skin, food was the last thing on my mind. 

      “Yes,” I said as I nibbled on her ear. “I really, really want to eat you.” 

      “Corey!” She slapped my shoulder but gave me a giggle I felt in my groin.  

      “Mmm, maybe later, doll. We haven’t been alone for so long.” 

      “Does this mean we’re not going to Marco’s for dinner?” 

      Marco. 

      That man had changed his tune when it came to me. First, he hated me, for no reason other than I was a guy and I looked at Frankie. Then he found out I was Jen’s brother. If Vinny hadn’t been around, I was sure Marco would have tried to make a move on my sister. He absolutely loved her. He was devastated when Jen asked Vinny for some space after she moved in with us. And if they didn’t reconcile soon, I feared Marco would call her up himself. 

      Dirty old bastard. 

      Knowing I was Jen’s brother hadn’t been enough to completely thaw Marco’s feelings toward me. As we were leaving the house the day I was shot, he’d whispered to me, “You so much as hurt a hair on her head, Lucas, and I will find you. You take care of my little girl, you understand?” 

      Mere seconds later, I put my life on the line to save his little girl. To save my Frankie. I didn’t even stop to think when I saw Red pointing her gun. I just jumped. Frankie meant that much to me. And Marco realized it before I was even loaded up into the ambulance that night.  

      Marco visited me all the time in the hospital. He thanked me every time he saw me for saving his girl. He tried to pay for a plastic surgeon to remove the scars from my stomach and chest, but Frankie wouldn’t let him. She wanted those reminders. And I guess I did, too. They reminded me of how precious life was and how important it was to enjoy every moment. 

      One of the things I’d needed Jen’s help with was for her to bring me to a jewelry store. I knew back in New York I wanted to make Frankie my wife. Each day that passed without a ring on her finger ate away at me. Jen helped me pick out the perfect ring—a two-carat diamond solitaire. It wasn’t extravagant, but then again, neither is Frankie. 

      I proposed to her in our bed two months ago. She said yes, then made love to me while fireworks blazed out on the lake and the lights of the city shone through our windows. It was the perfect way to ring in the New Year. Every night Frankie was with me was the best ever. But that night, with my ring on her finger, was the best yet.  

      “Corey?” 

      “Mmm?” I halted my kisses down her neck, but her robe was falling off her shoulder and it was hard to resist. 

      “Are we going to Marco’s later?” 

      “Do we have to?” 

      She slid her hands into the back of my pants and grabbed my ass. “You know he wants to see us before we go to Arizona for the month.” 

      Spring Training. A month of baseball all day and Frankie in my bed at night. Away from Lee and Mitch and Jen. Away from Marco and Vivian and Vinny. 

      It was going to be heaven.

      “Why didn’t he come last night to the party?” 

      “Not his scene,” she said. “Besides, he probably would have invited himself to stay in the spare room.” 

      I grimaced. “That wouldn't be good.” 

      “Tell me about it. Now, yes or no? Marco's or not?” 

      “We better. Otherwise he might come to Arizona to visit.” 

      Frankie kissed my throat and ran her tongue along my jaw. “Bianca will be here this afternoon to clean up the kitchen.” 

      “Is it bad?” I asked. 

      “It's a wreck. That's what we get for having a party here.” 

      An engagement party. Our closest friends were here late into the night celebrating with us. Mitch served as bartender. Vinny and Jen made polite conversation. The newlyweds, Matt and Ellen Cromwell, came in beaming as Ellen’s rounded belly peeked out under her coat. Ramon brought Emily, and they sat in the corner kissing like teenagers for a good chunk of the night. The only ones missing were Vivian and Lee.  

      “We should probably help Bianca out a little,” I suggested. 

      Frankie slid the other shoulder of her robe off and grinned at me. “I was thinking we could do something else.” 

      My eyebrow rose at her and I smiled. Before she could move, I swept her up into my arms and carried her to our bed. I set her down and lowered myself down beside her. Her ring caught my eye. I lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles, then admired the sparkling stone. 

      “I was thinking mid-October,” I said as I nudged the platinum band.  

      “You don't want to elope?”  

      “You don't want to be a princess?” I asked with a laugh. “Every little girl’s dream, right? White dress, tiara, a thousand people invited?” 

      “Hmm.” Frankie kissed the tip of my nose. “Not every girl’s dream.” 

      “No?” 

      “White dress, small wedding. Less than one hundred.” 

      “No tiara?” I laughed at the look she gave me.  

      “Why be a princess when you can be a queen?” 

      “You be my queen, I'll be your king.” I peeled back her robe, inch by inch, and covered her skin with kisses. I teased her navel with my tongue, and my cock twitched as she giggled. “So, not October?” I asked as I wrapped my arms around her hips and laid my head on her belly. “The season will be over.” 

      “Well…” She paused, but I didn’t rush her. Because I was in heaven with her there. “I love fall colors. It would be absolutely beautiful. But…” 

      “But what?” 

      “I was thinking December.” 

      “A Christmas wedding?” 

      Frankie pulled me to her. “Earlier than that. Right after the Series. I think you’ll make it this year.” 

      I grinned up at her. “You think so, huh?” 

      “Of course. This is our year, baby.” 

      She pushed me down onto the bed and crawled over me. Her robe fell to the floor and revealed sexy lace panties and bare skin. Her golden blonde hair fell in messy waves around her shoulders, teasing her nipples so they hardened, waiting for me to take a taste. Frankie touched two fingers to her lips, then placed them on my bullet wound. There was something so sensual about the new little ritual of hers, watching her beautiful smile shine down on me as she caressed my scar. She reached beneath her and peeled my shorts back, freeing my cock. It sprang free and Frankie licked my swollen length as she pulled my shorts off and tossed them aside.  

      With a kiss to my bullet wound and a lick to the scar across my stomach and chest, Frankie climbed on top of me again. I guided my tip between her folds, then sucked one nipple into my mouth as she slid down my length. 

      “Oh, doll, you're so wet and ready.” 

      “Ready for you, baby. Only for you.”
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        Continue the Playing with Hearts series in book two, Playing Hard to Get.
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      One destined meeting alters journalist Charlise “Charlie” Carter’s course. When asked to work on a political campaign, she’s unprepared for the intense reaction she has toward the young presidential hopeful, Colin McKenna.

      

      McKenna has a singular focus—a career offering unlimited power and influence. His goal is within reach until a setback in the polls forces him to seek out social media expert, Charlie Carter. Though he’s intrigued the moment he sets eyes on the naïve, yet spirited redhead, he fights their undeniable attraction.

      

      Innocent and much too pragmatic for D.C., Charlie is astonished when she accepts Colin’s job offer and even more so when she realizes she wants the beautiful, enigmatic man hiding behind the well-crafted public facing façade. Unable to resist Charlie’s quiet allure, Colin succumbs to his desire, and they explore a passionate physical relationship that is soon tested by not only their own secrets, but his political advisors.

      

      Traveling the country in pursuit of the presidential nomination, his career aspirations and complications from the past collide with their craving to be together, threatening to tear them apart forever.
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      Dear reader,

      

      The Midnight Series was written in 2013 when the United States wasn’t so divided and polarized between different political parties. The story itself was never intended to be a political drama, nor was it written to support one side versus the other. That being said, Midnight has sensitive plot points that move the narrative forward, causing the characters tension and also introspection. Simply put, Colin and Charlie’s journey is about empathy, growth, and forgiveness, and I hope you’re able to appreciate it for what it is—a deeply moving love story.

      

      
        
        Happy reading! -EM
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      Charlie

      

      I

      ALWAYS THOUGHT I was immune to want or need, that I would sleep through the rest of my life and never feel my heart thunder under the weight of a stare. Shivering from a touch or humming through a kiss was not meant for me. It just never happened. Days clicked into place one black-and-white slide at a time: high school, then college graduation, lunch with Mom and Gram, shopping with my sister, goofing off with my brothers. I’m happy, but not with the kind of dizzying joy keeping me from concentrating on anything but a Him or an Us.

      Last night I went to bed by myself, as I have every day before. But now, a prickling awareness shimmers over my skin, forcing my eyes open.

      I am not alone.

      He’s the perfect man: full lips, a chiseled jaw, and a smirk warring between dirty and sweet. Tall and broad and in my bedroom, he’s bathed in the early morning light. I swallow a question as his knee sinks into my mattress and he leans in, pressing his hands on either side of my face. He watches me watch him.

      “There are few things in the world I’d call mine,” he says in his low, deep voice. “You belong to me.”

      I whimper. I whimper and reach for him. My fingers dive into his hair and pull him down, crashing his mouth against my own. He matches my hunger, a rough noise vibrating through his chest. We kiss hard and deep, long strokes of tongue and sensation. I want more. I demand it with a needy moan. I’m a ticking time bomb and he started the clock. My pulse, his lips, my breath, his heat, the calm possession. I’m tied into a knot of yes, please and don’t ever leave.

      He tastes like everything I’ve ever wanted, and I won’t let him go. Not now that we’ve found our way to each other once again. For whatever mindless reason, I know our souls are on a first name basis. Forever has come and gone and we’ve just met again.

      His hips press between my thighs. Uncontrolled, mindless lust erupts deep inside me. I tug his hair, pull him closer, then the world explodes into a bright light and my eyes snap open to an empty room.

      “Oh, God,” I pant, swiping damp hair from my forehead. The familiar glow of a streetlamp tugs my mind into my life, where a gorgeous man doesn’t affect the state of my panties. “For the love of Moses,” I snap, twisting and bunching my flattened pillow into a mound. “Get some sleep, Carter.” An early morning starts in hours and leaves little time for wishful thinking. That doesn’t stop the flush burning up my chest, or hope, as I squeeze my eyes closed to relive the dream that will never be reality.
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      Charlie

      

      P

      OLITICS IS NOT MY strong suit; in fact, I hold a high level of disdain for it, and maybe more so for politicians. My simple philosophy categorizes the whole system just above the criminal clientele inhabiting the State penitentiary. Elected officials are pompous asses in expensive three-piece suits. They may hold the appearance of kindness and concern. They may say they work for the people. Yet behind their perfected façade and polished smiles, they plunder the pockets of Americans, spending taxpayer money as if it grows on the trees surrounding their million-dollar mansions.

      The irony that I’ve been asked to meet with Colin McKenna regarding a much sought-after social media position with his campaign team is not lost on me. I don’t know anything about the senator. Yesterday’s late call from Sonja Bates, an editor I’d worked with on a social injustice piece two years ago, didn’t allow for any investigation of the presidential hopeful. And given my beliefs concerning the American political system, I have little knowledge of the platforms on which he professes support. I’m more interested in reading the classics than who’s banging who in D.C.

      The idea of following a stale campaign for months is rather depressing, but so is my dried-up life savings. The fact is I’m broke, and won’t ask my parents to bail me out, or worse, return home a twenty-nine-year-old failure. That prospect hurts my pride as I turn into the University of Notre Dame campus. I need this job, even if it is way out of my comfort zone.

      I slide out of my well-used—as in vintage eighties—Mustang, at just past two in the afternoon, clutching my jacket closed. Storm clouds roll in with the January wind, prompting my jog through the parking lot. With only a few minutes to spare, I break through the doors of the Morris Inn and jump in the line of reporters waiting to enter the auditorium. After a credential check, I’m motioned in. An elevated stage sits in front of a U-shaped configuration of tables, behind them rows of elevated seats fill to capacity with the general public.

      I accept the last open chair on the very edge of the assembly. A pretty brunette sits next to me, preparing a portable mini recorder on the table in front of her, along with a binder for written notes. She lines up two pens perpendicular to the pad of paper. Then she retrieves a tiny compact from her purse and reapplies her already perfect lip gloss. Her bronze skin glows under the latte color of her silk blouse, a glaring contrast to my pale winter complexion.

      I glance at my leather moto jacket and plain, white button-down underneath. The cotton didn’t fare well through the four-hour drive, so I run my hands down the fitted sides, smoothing out any wrinkles and tucking the hem into my black pencil skirt. Afraid my own curls suffered the same wilting fate as my shirt, I twist and pin my hair into a loose bun. Then I pinch color into my cheeks, hoping my presentation passes inspection from whoever may be the judge.

      As I pull my iPad from my bag, a balding man appears on stage and the hum of the crowd calms.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, it is with great pleasure that I introduce a man I had the good fortune to mentor not too long ago at this very university. His goals and ambitions were clear even then; his drive to succeed unwavering. He will lead this country into the next decade with a direct connection to the needs and desires of the people. Please welcome, Senator Colin McKenna.”

      The crowd erupts into riotous applause. I clap out of politeness while the senator walks onto the platform, shrouded by shadows at the edge of the stage. Hoots and whistles follow him as he makes his way to the forefront, waving. The intense ovation vibrates through the room, seemingly more worthy of Taylor Swift or Harry Styles, not a lame politician.

      But my hands freeze midair as he steps under the spotlight. Colin McKenna is a mirror of the man from my implausible dream. He’s elegant, yet sculpted in sharp lines, filling the seams of a three-piece suit with radiating sexuality. A complete opposite to the smarmy politicians I’ve seen on television during prior elections. This guy is young—really young—for someone seeking a bid on the White House.

      The screen hanging behind him projects every brilliant nuance of his features for those in the very back. A jaw etched from stone, softened by an indent in his chin. Full lips, perfect teeth, and dimples. Dear Lord, the dimples, one in each cheek, deepen from his growing smile.

      An instinctive and sharp inhale breaks the spell he has on me. I riffle through my bag for the printed invitation for today’s event, using it as a fan to cool the heat burning up my neck. But I can’t stop staring. Rows of dark lashes frame his blue eyes, a slice of brandy splitting the color on his left. Dark, wavy hair is smoothed back into a neat cut. Electricity zips down my arms and into my fingers. I want my hands in it. I want my fingers sinking through the thick strands, pulling on it as if they were meant to live there.

      Holy hell. I ease back into my chair while the senator dips his chin, as if embarrassed by the noise that hasn’t died down. Then he gestures for the applause to quiet and a hush falls across the room.

      “Today I stand before you with our future and the health of our nation lying in the balance. I have heard the cry for change in Washington. I have heard the hope that this election will be different from the last one. Together, and with my leadership, your desire for a brighter future is within our grasp.”

      I slip to the edge of my seat. A ridiculous and instant reaction to his voice, anything to get closer. This man, this extremely attractive, beautiful man, and the effect he has on me is crazy. I look around. Many others are as struck as I am, watching with flushed skin and silly grins. A camera flashes, curing my insanity. My fingers fumble over my iPad, hitting record. I missed the first few minutes of his speech, and I promise myself as I straighten my spine, that I’ll focus on his words. I’ll  concentrate on the content that matters, and not the size of the senator’s biceps.

      “I’ve made it my life’s mission to care for this country and those who call it their home,” he says, squaring his shoulders. “As I continue on with the pursuit of this dream, it’s time I seek the most absolute position in which I can lead with integrity, pride, and passion. I will not let you down. I will not let this country down. I will bring the United States of America into the next decade stronger than it has ever been before.” Applause erupts in the same kind of energy that surges at a concert, forcing the standing room only crowd into the stage. I bite back a laugh, suspecting an overly hormonal teenager will throw her bra on stage.  

      When the cheering calms, the senator shares his key campaign initiatives, the agenda he’ll push through should he be elected. When he’s done, the media has an open forum for questions and his answers. He’s quizzed about beliefs, his priorities during the first year in office, a potential running mate, and a recent dip in the polls.

      “What’s your stance on abortion and women’s rights?”

      My breath catches, though his response is cool and calm. “There must be a balance between the rights of the unborn, along with the mother. My belief centers on how precious, and sometimes fleeting, life is. We must think in that context when considering ending it.”

      Indignation pulses like a second heartbeat in my chest, boiling to the surface and out of my mouth. “You would take away a woman’s right to protect herself?” In a sea of startled faces, his gaze shoots to mine. My heartbeat stumbles, but I lean forward, hurling words like accusations. “As a politician. As a man completely unconnected to the circumstances, you’re seeking control over a woman’s body and her choice? For reasons that are none of your business, and still you would take away her healthcare autonomy?”

      Heads swivel toward the dumb ass arguing with Mr. McPerfect, but I don’t back down. I tap the table with my finger because he has yet to answer my question. I want to know.

      I need to know.

      The searing intensity in McKenna’s eyes is similar to staring directly at the sun, yet I’m drawn to them despite the danger. I square my shoulders, just as he did moments ago, ready for the inevitable fight. But his gaze softens. Then he addresses me with gentle consideration. “A child has a right to life. As much of a right to live as its mother.”

      Commotion erupts around us. Journalists shout questions, driving home a hotbed topic that’s dividing communities across the country. Yet McKenna stays silent on the subject, studying my face and hair, his expression inscrutable until his attention diverts to a man in the front row.

      I sink into my seat, relief flooding through my veins.

      Why, Carter? Why can’t you keep your mouth shut?

      Maybe because I’ve lived in silence for the last fifteen years. A large part of myself likes to hide. The other part wants to change the world. I’m two sides of a coin, and sometimes I get flipped onto the tail end. When that happens, I’m lippy, many times insolent, but the brazen audacity only flares to the surface with my family where I’m cocooned in a den of safety.

      The political arena is a den of vipers, and exactly the kind of spotlight I’ve shied away from for years. So much so, I changed the trajectory of my career to remain anonymous. This opportunity won’t be the exception to that rule, even for a high salary contract. Anna and Keith Carter will welcome their unemployed, adult daughter home with open arms.

      With that settled, just as McKenna leaves the stage and applause dies down for a final time, I stand, tipping my chair onto its back.

      “It was that bad?” The tone coming from behind me is male and laced with amusement. “Honestly, I didn’t think his speech was worthy of violence, but you’re the journalistic expert. You tell me.”

      I chew my bottom lip while people pack up their belongings, but there’s no way to leave with them. The pretty lady to my left is now huddled with a trio of reporters, blocking my escape. I’m trapped. So I turn, lifting my eyes to a handsome face—handsome in a California surfer kind of way.

      “It was . . .” I pause to choose my words wisely. “Fine. Well, the speech was fine, but Senator McKenna’s candid responses could use some work. Sorry about the chair. I normally don’t turn into a WWE wrestler at sophisticated events such as this.”

      His easy smile forces one of my own. “You’re Charlise Carter.”

      “You seem to have me at a disadvantage, Mister?” I hold out my hand. He doesn’t hesitate to take it.

      “Daugherty. Evan Daugherty, campaign manager extraordinaire.”

      “Right.” I nod. “Makes sense. Thanks for this.” As he picks up my chair, I pivot on my heel, grabbing my iPad and stuffing it into my bag. A bag that’s really an old leather backpack that’s seen better days. More proof that I don’t fit in with this scene. “I mean, thanks for the opportunity. The introduction to the senator’s campaign was eye-opening, really, but I’ve heard enough. This isn’t the job for me. Good luck with everything, Mr. Daugherty.”

      His grin falls. I use his momentary confusion to brush past him.

      “Ms. Carter,” he calls, “Charlie, wait.”

      I’m not sure why I stumble over my nickname, but I hesitate long enough for him to catch me. He places a light hand on my shoulder, and I stiffen, falling forward a step.

      I twist around.

      He holds up his palms, wide-eyed. “I’m sorry.”

      Mortification burns up my neck. No one touches me without my permission, except for my family. Their freedom to do so came after years of earned trust. This is one of many complicated layers to my psyche. One that causes an instinctive reaction, even in cases where the contact is innocuous. “Don’t be sorry,” I concede.

      “Please don’t leave.” Evan looks over his shoulder, signaling a female staff member to join us. “Colin’s waiting to speak with you. Give him a chance. I promise he’s more complex than one question and answer session leads you to believe. Truly. Talk to him once and then decide if you’d like to join the team or not.”

      Something makes me nod again. Something entirely out of my control, just like this meeting which seems like a bad idea. Standing in the same room with Colin McKenna could be more dangerous than the den of vipers, or quite possibly, the safest place I’ve ever been. That thought consumes my mind as I follow the neat and prim Julia, the staffer Evan called over to soothe my nerves, or, more likely, ensure I can’t cry harassment in a political environment ripe with accusation.

      As we head backstage, a stunning blonde stares at me, nearly snarling with a curled lip. Her eyes narrow while she tracks my progress, but I lose sight of her when we round a corner. Julia motions me inside a suite that has a view of Notre Dame’s majestic campus and a mini-bar loaded with drinks and snacks. “Help yourself,” she says, then promptly leaves. Just as I drop down into one of four plush chairs, the senator fills the doorway.

      Colin McKenna commands attention and he definitely has mine. Every cell in my body shimmers, like a spark waiting to ignite. He’s tall enough that my neck cranes back so I can look at his face, but he’s too—I don’t know, he’s too… him—and my gaze falls to his chest. He’s no longer fully suited, wearing only a dark gray vest with a white shirt, collar open. My eyes stray lower to his muscled thighs and the bulge lying slightly higher, barely concealed by the slim line of his matching charcoal slacks.

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach. My heartbeat races. I don’t understand this—any of this—not this man, or my reaction to him, and how my blood seems to burn hotter through my veins.

      He clears his throat and I blink my way up his rock-hard body. His smile broadens and I lose myself in its brilliance. Then I call myself stupid and stand, fumbling with my bag still clutched to my breasts like a shield.

      “Hi.” I mumble with a dry mouth, holding out my hand when I remember at least a modicum of manners. Then I add, “Mr. Senator, sir,” as if that will erase the bumbled greeting.

      “Ms. Carter. Thank you for agreeing to meet with me on such short notice,” he says, reaching out.

      Our palms connect and a rope snakes around my chest, squeezing a breath from my lungs. When I inhale to replace the lost oxygen, the air is full of an almost palpable energy. His smirk dissolves into a straight line, and for a second, I wonder if he feels it too. But then I’m lost in the intensity of his eyes. They search mine as if seeking answers to unasked questions. My mouth parts to respond, yet no sound escapes and I use the lapse to slip my hand from his grip.

      We stare, bewildered on my part, and I’m thankful when he breaks through the tension. “Sit, please. Would you like a drink? Water, soda, something stronger perhaps?”

      I sink into the soft chair, crossing my legs. His gaze follows the line of my bare legs all the way to my leopard-print heels. Though, I’m not as ferocious as I was when walking out of my apartment this morning. The confidence I felt while slipping into my favorite print disappears, and all that’s left is me. Charlie Carter. Sister, daughter, a pseudo-journalist from a small town with limited experience and a dark past. When in front of me is a god among men. Colin McKenna isn’t the boy next door—he’s the lion ready to slaughter the lamb.

      I should be nervous. He’s a powerful man by any right, but curiously, I’m nothing but flustered over the throbbing pulse between my thighs. “No, thank you,” I murmur, clutching my bag tighter. “I’m fine.”

      We’re face-to-face when he sits across from me, one ankle coming up to rest on his other knee. “I hope you had an uneventful drive. Where is it that you live?”

      “Just north of Detroit—Michigan,” I add after a beat, and then think stupid isn’t a strong enough adjective. He knows geography, Carter.

      “The trip must have taken you most of the morning. I’m sorry we didn’t give you more time to plan an accommodating travel schedule.”

      I shrug away the concern in his tone. “It was fine, I like my car.”

      Amusement lights up his eyes. “What make is it?”

      “A vintage Mustang with a broken cassette player that repeats the same album over and over.”

      “And what album is that?’

      “Little Queen.”

      “Heart.” He nods as if he approves. “And what’s your favorite song?”

      “Barracuda,” I say, with a not so teasing sting given his position.

      One side of his brow lifts, as does the corner of his mouth. “A lying snake in the weeds. Are you inferring something, Ms. Carter?”

      “You tell me. You’re the politician.”

      He laughs, deep and rich and free, and the pulse at the apex of my thighs intensifies. I bite my lip, glancing at Evan Daughtery leaning against the doorjamb, arms crossed. His gaze is light, but curious as he watches the senator watch me.

      “You’re… different,” McKenna says softly, almost as if the thought wasn’t meant to be spoken out loud.

      The sentiment draws my attention back to the man across from me. “Different how?”

      “You aren’t intimidated easily.”

      I drop my gaze to my fingers worrying over a worn backpack strap. “There is a stubbornness about me that never can bear to be frightened at the will of others. My courage always rises at every attempt to intimidate me. Jane Austen was a genius, don’t you think, Mr. Senator? She created this brave character in Elizabeth Bennett who plainly states her opinions. Yet, I think Elizabeth actually uses her clever mind and sparkling wit to hide her insecurities.”

      I look up through my lashes, catching his eyes. The ocean at midnight, shimmering under a full moon. A deep, mesmerizing blue.

      My pulse ricochets in my ears.

      It feels as if I’ve flayed myself open and shared a glimpse into my soul with this perfect stranger. Because of that, or the weight of his stare that’s both thrilling and unnerving, I stand, dropping my bag and rushing to the bar and the drinks I had declined, but now need to survive this blistering interview. I don’t dare look at him or Evan while I flip the tab on a Diet Coke, the pressure exploding like a breath from my lungs.

      “You’re an English lit major?” he asks.

      “Dual grad program actually,” I respond, while pouring the can’s contents into a glass with ice. “English lit and journalism.”

      “And post-grad?”

      I turn, leaning against the counter. His gaze is centered on me, but I’m thankful that his tone is now brisk and back to business. “Communications, with a specialization in strategic comms.”

      “Good,” he says. “Perfect for what I need.”

      “A strategic social media campaign centered on your platform?”

      “And me, the personal side, too. I tend to be . . .” The words are as hard as his jaw, each syllable stressed with the slightest clench of his teeth.

      “Uptight,” Evan inserts on his behalf. “Tense. Stuffy.”

      McKenna sears him with a narrow-eyed look, but Evan smiles, as do I when he adds, “Would you prefer curmudgeon?”

      The senator sighs, gaze swinging back to mine. “Apparently I’m a killjoy, and according to Evan the attitude is a disconnect with voters who use social media as their primary means of communication. Antiquated campaign tactics aren’t helping with this audience. We’re eleven months out from the election, but it’s never too late to begin a new tactic. That’s why you’re here. I need an intense, quick reaching and targeted social media campaign.”

      I sip and think, skeptical about how an ‘influencer’ is the right match for his goals. “Why me? I’ve posted about make-up and fashion trends. Bargain deals and looks for less. I don’t know anything about politics.”

       “Exactly.” His foot drops to the floor and he leans forward, elbows on his knees. “You’re a blank slate, with access to the audience I’m targeting. You also offer different opinions than mine on topics at the very heart of the country’s moral compass. I’m intrigued to learn more about your position.”

      I cross my arms, averting my gaze out the window. Big, fat snowflakes land on the engraved stone designating the building, McKenna Hall. This man is a force too powerful to argue with, but I can’t help myself. He’s wrong and he needs to know it. “You or another man or any politician for that matter, should never be in a position to choose what is right or wrong for women. How are you qualified to determine what a woman may do with her own body?”

      “What about the baby, Ms. Carter? Who will protect the life of the innocents?”

      My eyes hold as much disdain as each word I’ve said, and they narrow in on him now. But his stare is hotter than the sun, melting some of my anger and softening my tone. I finish my drink, then set the cup aside, hoping he doesn’t see how my hand trembles.

      “There are some instances where neither the mother nor the child would survive a pregnancy. Don’t you think in those circumstances, a woman has the right to choose her own life over the beginning of another?”

      He nods, as if closing the topic. “I work for the people, Ms. Carter. People like you. And to do my job well, I need to be connected with beliefs that differ from my own. I like that you offer another side of the picture painted before me.”

      “Is it my opinion you seek, or my ability to write about yours?” I press.

      His eyes spark. “Both. Tell me, how do you approach a topic to present it from a true, unpolluted perspective?”

      “I withhold all personal judgment of the individual or subject. It’s not my job to provide a conclusion; it’s my responsibility to share the facts as I understand them.” I lift my chin, regaining my footing and fleeting confidence. “I learned very early on that most people are not as easily read as one would believe. They tell me their truth and I listen carefully to the art of people. You would be surprised by what you hear.”

      “What if the topic is of no interest to you?”

      I shrug. “Life is interesting, Senator. I’m not passionate about everything in it, but I have a knack for finding what’s fascinating to my audience. Their curiosity is what engages them in my posts.”

      Evan wipes a grin from his face as if he’s in on a joke I’m not aware of. “Was that your tactic when you created and maintained the highest rated personal blog for three years straight?”

      “That was a long time ago.” A dark time when I needed an outlet for my tangled thoughts. I wrap my arms around myself. “I began the blog as a personal journal. It was a lucky coincidence that I started writing at a time when not many people were publishing their feelings for others to read. I had something to say and didn’t care much if anyone wanted to listen.”

      “Millions did though.” He pulls out his phone, reading from whatever’s on the screen, probably my resume. “And that led to massive followers on every social platform from written words to video threads. You had brand deals, invitations to premiers and events. Why’d you stop.”

      “Because it drew me into the spotlight when I prefer to remain behind the scenes.”

      McKenna stands, walking toward me with the same commanding presence he used when we first met. “Ms. Carter, I’m about to embark on a massive tour of the States and I want you to accompany me as I campaign. Use your expertise to understand my motivations and connect me to voters. Will you come?”

      I inhale a dizzying breath of musk and man, and the only thing I can think to say is “Charlie.” His mouth parts, but he stays silent, though his gaze is full of something soft and intense. A look I don’t understand. He’s so different from any other man I know, even beyond the smooth sophistication and overt power. He’s formidable for sure, but gentle too, and maybe that’s why I’m not afraid to push him when he needs it. “Call me Charlie. Ms. Carter is my mom and Charlise is too formal.”  

      “Charlie,” he says, inching forward. “I haven’t convinced you, have I?”

      A slight shake of my head is my answer, followed by, “It’s a big commitment.”

      “I have . . . ” He looks at his watch. “My time is committed to others from now through this evening. Stay the night. We’ll meet tomorrow for breakfast and talk more. I’ll answer any of your questions and you can argue with me about my opinions until you’re comfortable enough to say yes.”

      His warm smile draws me in. I’m mesmerized by his cut jaw, high cheekbones and straight nose, his blue eyes and the waves in his hair. No doubt he’s only focused on the campaign and not how I would feel pressed against every hard line of his body. That my mind has scattered into that topic is why I should say no. Instead I say, “I don’t have anywhere to stay.”

      We both glance over my shoulder at the snow now tumbling from the sky, painting the campus white.

      “Don’t drive in this. I’ll reserve a room for you here and we’ll meet in the morning.”

      I agree with him, but not because of his demand. With my luck and the Mustang’s rear wheel drive, I’d end up in a ditch somewhere on I-94. “Okay.”

      He stares down at me with a soft vulnerability, too intimate for strangers, but somehow just right in this moment. “One last thing. I’d like you to enter into our agreement knowing little about me and my campaign. Keeping your unbiased perspective will allow you to form an opinion on what you learn firsthand, not from what others are saying. You can ask me anything and I’ll give you my truth, as you say. Is that fair? Can you forgo any research from this moment forward?”

      “Promise me,” I whisper, leaning closer, close enough my neck cranes to keep and hold his eye contact. “Promise me that you’ll always be honest with me.”

      He presses his right hand over his heart and mine explodes. “On my honor.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “Good,” he murmurs. “Until tomorrow, Charlie.”

      Then he leaves. After walking past Evan, he stops, and his gaze meets mine one final time. With my next breath, he disappears, and I’m left alone with my racing pulse.

      “Until tomorrow, Mr. Senator.”
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      OLIN MCKENNA SITS at a small table in front of the restaurant’s only fireplace, studying his cell. The few patrons who remain after the breakfast rush have a singular focus and I fall in line with them, relieved the senator misses my inspection. He’s more relaxed than yesterday, wearing a dark blue cable-knit sweater. The high collar hangs open, exposing a muscled neck and a white cotton T-shirt hidden underneath. I can’t look away, and it’s not because his sleeves are pushed to his elbows, exposing thick forearms as if he’s more professional athlete than presidential hopeful. It’s a feeling, like I don’t want to miss his next breath or a word or a single smile.

      He looks up and I’m caught in the deep, mesmerizing blue. I could say my world stands still. If people remain in the vicinity, I stop caring. In a magical moment far away from politics and business meetings, it’s just me captivated by a prince with my heart somersaulting in my chest. But fairytales don’t exist in real life, definitely not in my life, and the connection is broken by a shattering crash in the kitchen.

      The hostess walks me to his table, then waits while he stands to greet me. “Is there anything you need, Senator McKenna?” she asks, blinking and obsessing with pure, dazzled adoration in her eyes.

      He doesn’t look at her or respond to her question. He only says, “Charlie.”

      A shiver shoots down my spine and I’m drawn in. Just as I was during our first meeting. Just as I was when I first shook his hand. This time is no different. Heat radiates from his palm to mine, but the glaring questions I have are why—why do I feel this way now, and why with him? Then it hits me. I’m not alone, as evidenced by everyone surrounding us, including the hostess who remains in place. Colin McKenna possesses the type of magnetism that casts a spell, and with my inexperience, I don’t stand a chance fighting off his kind of magic.

      Then again, no one is immune. This allure is why he’s rocketed in popularity and may become the youngest president in U.S. history—and he wants my help to win the election. The electrifying idea of traveling with him for months trips up my pulse. So does being alone with him in this one-on-one interview, but I can do this. He is, after all, just a man. There are no lions at the table for breakfast.

      He finally releases my hand when the hostess leaves and a waiter offers coffee. I murmur my “thank you” to him while he fills my cup, and then to the senator who pulls out my seat.

      “Have you been waiting long?” I ask, dropping my bag to the floor, then pointing at his nearly empty mug and the steaming refill as it’s poured. “I truly thought our reservation was for nine.”

      “You’re right on time.” He runs a thumb across his lips as if wiping off a grin. “I just needed a reason to escape my room, so to speak, and I came down early.”

      “Is that because you gave me your suite?”

      His eyes snap to mine and we stare at each other through a moment of silence. Though his expression remains amused, electricity sparks in the air making it hard for me to breathe. “Why would you think that?” he finally asks.

      I grab my bag, retrieving a bottle of men’s cologne that smells suspiciously like the senator. “Because I found this on the dresser in the bedroom,” I reply, leaving it on the table between us. I don’t mention the spritz or two I used on the linens—for validation of ownership purposes only of course. “I also stayed in the presidential suite which was the real giveaway. Luxury sheets, goose down pillows, a complimentary robe and slippers and a five-course meal with a bottle of wine courtesy of room-service.”

      He smiles.

      My heart pitter-patters.

      “The hotel was booked solid due to the weather, so I solved the problem.” His voice is professional but compelling, a subtle timbre coating each word: a seductive edge, a sensual promise I feel all the way to my toes.

      I shouldn’t ask my next question. Women throw themselves at this man and the answer could be ridiculously private. For all I know he’s married and like half the trash in Washington, he has a side piece or two. Yet testing his honesty promise seems to be the point of this meeting. “Without any accommodations available, where did that leave you?”

      He rubs the back of his neck and scoffs. “With Evan. Bunking with him is not a far stretch since he was my college roommate, and he had a room with two queen beds. But I’d forgotten how cheerful he is before the sun rises.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “Curmudgeon, remember?”

      I laugh. “Well, I hope you slept as well as I did given the circumstances.”

      His brow arches. “Circumstances?”

      Damn it. I remove the tented cloth napkin from the table and place it on my lap, fiddling with a corner. The honesty rule goes both ways, but I hate talking about myself or my feelings. Probably due to years of forced therapy and now the topic of my psyche bores everyone, including me, to tears. “You could say that new places and strange beds aren’t my forte. Mr. Curmudgeon meet Ms. Homebody.”

      “Yet you love people and crave connections.”

      My breath hitches. Flames lap in the hearth beside us, but they aren’t why my skin burns from the inside out.

      “How do you know that?” I ask. He has my full attention, though I can’t look at him. Simply because I can’t bear the intensity I’ll find in his gaze at the same time I hear it in his voice.

      “It’s what you do, Charlie. Every day you reach thousands of people with your content, and you are, no matter how you feel right now, courageous enough to take risks to accomplish your dreams.”

      “But how do you know?” I press.

      “Because you’re here this morning, with me.”

      I glance up, knowing that he’s inherently persuasive and pushing me for his own gain.

      Sharp lines.

      Soft, full lips.

      Mesmerizing blue.

      His eyes stick to mine and they’re so sincere everything beyond us disappears.

      “You’re only saying this because you want me.” Heat races up my neck. “For your campaign” I rush. “The social media campaign. Targeting that audience.”

      “Both can be true,” he says, and before I quiz him on what he means, his gaze drops to my shirt. “A sudden fan of the Fighting Irish?” he asks.

      “Do you like it?” I open my jacket, thankful for the diversion and the Kelly-green tank. “I wasn’t prepared for an overnight stay, so I improvised with a gift shop find. Who knew they sell everything?” And I do mean everything. My ass is peppered with shamrocks because apparently there’s a market for Notre Dame panties. Combine everything with my second-day hair, the pencil skirt, and leopard print heels from yesterday, and I’m a bad eighties Desperately Seeking Susan wannabe.

      “It’s the same color as your eyes, and yes, I’m a fan.”

      My stomach twists in a knot. Everything about this man wreaks havoc on my body and my mind. Suddenly, I imagine his hands on my bare hips. His nose pressed to my ear, his tone deep and gruff while whispering filthy, dirty words. And his mouth . . . his teeth . . . how they would feel scraping down my neck.

      Get a grip, Carter. And to do so, I focus on adding cream and sugar to my mug, but the weight of his stare makes me dizzy. “I like kissing sweet and light. No….” I hold out my hand and laugh, breaking the tension between us. “I mean coffee—coffee should be sweet and light.” I lie to cover my ginormous blunder. “How do you take yours?”

      He smiles behind his own cup, his eyes sparkling like the flames by his feet. “Dark and strong.”

      As in deep and wicked.

      Oh. I sip and think. I don’t flirt or banter with boys, let alone a lion. The ease of it though, sends warning signals to my brain in blinking neon lights: Careful-Charlie-This-Is-Life-Changing. Before I veer off my well-traveled cautionary road, I need more information.

      “What’s next?” he asks, a dimple digging into his cheek. “Would you like to know my credentials?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I expect your team vetted you against the pack before you spent millions to get where you are today. You’re asking me to leave my family for months, and to do that, I want to know the man under the suit. Tell me who Colin McKenna is.”

      My cup clatters on the saucer as he leans forward, inching closer. A soft breath escapes my lungs. His fingers clench into a fist and it rests on the table so close to mine, my entire body hums under the surface.

      “We don’t have anything between us but words, Charlie,” he murmurs, eyes searching my face. “But I need one thing from you.”

      His hand covers mine. My pulse leaps, just as my gaze falls to stare at our connection and how different, how welcome it is, after I’ve shied away from so many others.

      “Anything,” I whisper.

      “I’ll always be honest with you, and I expect the same in return.”

      “Of course.” I nod, though I’m still fixated on his touch and the absence of a wedding band on his ring finger. Which makes no sense. He’s gorgeous, successful, and single?

      “My wife died,” he says as if reading my thoughts. Then he pulls away and rubs the empty spot with his thumb.

      My eyes shoot to his. “I’m so sorry, I—”

      “A car accident, years ago now.” His jaw tightens, closing off the subject from further discussion. But his words held a whisper of something dark and angry, as expected when fate steps in and changes the trajectory of the future you dreamed of. An anger I know all too well.

      The waiter arrives and we order, but a buzz grows loud in my ears from the crazy notion this conversation is anything but an interview. A conversation I need to steer on track. “What did you do before politics?”

      The corner of his mouth curves up. “It’s not as interesting as you may think. My life story in two minutes or under includes graduating high school, basic training but my service was cut short after an injury I considered insignificant, was not to the military. After discharge, I enrolled here, at Notre Dame, where that same injury didn’t prevent me from playing football. With my bachelor’s degree complete, I went home to Boston, studying at Harvard for my postgrad and then I opened my company.”

      “Which was?”

      “Is,” he clarifies. “My COO runs operations while I’m pursuing other endeavors.” He eases into his chair and connects our eyes. “I have a knack for finding broken things, discovering their secrets, and making them whole; mend and repair until they’re far better than before my interception. Then I sell them off when I’m done. The thing is, Charlie, none of this, not my business or my job as a senator, or even sitting in the White House, is about a title or skills or what I have done or can do. Yes, an ability to strongly influence is essential to both, but this is and always will be about people and trust. I lead with honest transparency and hard work, pushing companies and the employees beyond their own expectations. Then I start again.” 

      “But why make the move into politics?”

      He shrugs. “On his deathbed, my grandfather told me to live a life worth telling him about when we met again on the other side. I can save a thousand businesses, but for what? Money turns to greed. Power is only inflamed pride. I’m here to make an impact on a much larger scale. The concept is the same. Very simply, it’s about peeling back the layers one at a time, identifying the problems, fixing them, making it better than it ever was and moving on to the next layer. It’s the ultimate challenge.”

      Damn. “That’s . . . a lot, and such a lofty goal to conquer when you’re so young.”

      “Should I wait until I’m fifty?”

      “Maybe. I thought you had to, actually.”

      “Thirty-five is the minimum age to run. I’m thirty-six—thirty-seven by inauguration if I’m elected. You don’t think I’m qualified,” he challenges.

      “I don’t know you well enough to say that. But I think there are a lot of people who will jump to this conclusion.”

      “Precisely why I need you.”

      Disappointment flickers, hot and hesitant, in my chest. I’m so naïve to have ever thought there was more. That his heart pitter-pattered like mine. Men always want something, but this one only wants me for my already established audience. Yet, I like his passion.

      I like his touch too.

      Ugh. Get a grip, Carter. Save yourself and him from any further disappointment. “I don’t have the depth of experience you need to make it in Washington.”

      “I disagree, Charlie. I don’t leave many things up to fate, not with this. I need you,” he says, leaning in again. “I need your young, fresh perspective.”

      “But how do you even know who I am?”

      “Evan.” He smiles. “Hell, he’s probably followed your accounts for years, so when I asked him to find a communications specialist, he researched, did a deeper dive into your resume, and found you. He’s been impressed, now I am too.”

      Deep dive. Research. My head swims through my past and to my qualifications. Evan’s investigation would be thorough and in depth. He’d uncover everything. Everything. Yet the senator is here, already familiar with my past and he still wants me.

      “Think of the opportunity, Charlie. Think about how good we could be together.”

      All I can think about is the loaded meaning behind those words. The heat in his eyes. The warmth of his touch. But a diversion comes in the form of our food and conversation dies while we eat. Though I’m amazed my stomach isn’t a knot of nerves. Everything is so easy with him and the moment stutters into déjà vu, as if we’ve had a hundred mornings just like this one.

      “How are they?” he asks, pointing to my pancakes swimming in a vat of syrup.

      “Delicious. And how about . . .” I scrunch my nose. “What is that?”

      He looks down and pushes around the mound on his plate. “An egg-white omelet.”

      I shake my head. “Boring.”

      He laughs. “It’s healthy.”

      Boring, I mouth again. “Here, try some of this magic and walk on the wild side.” I push my plate toward him an inch.

      He cuts away a triangle from the stack and our eyes connect, the intensity in his sparks like a flash of lightning and I’m caught in his storm. The longer he stares, the tighter a rope around my chest squeezes the air from my lungs. His gaze drops to the rioting pulse in my neck, and I feel it as though it’s his hand, sliding down and brushing my collarbone.

      “Charlie?” His deep voice breaks the silence. “It’s been a long time since I’ve walked on the wild side. So thank you—for the pancakes.”

      I nod and pick at a piece of bacon. “Are you leaving today?”

      “As soon as we’re done.”

      The thought of him being hundreds of miles away is a lead weight in my stomach. “What if I accept, when will I join you?”

      “Will you accept?”

      A long time ago I promised my sister Ali that I wouldn’t keep hiding. Even when life is hard. Even when I’m uncomfortable and afraid. This is my chance to live outside of my own box. It’s time to stretch into a new me.

      “Yes.”

      He smiles so broad both dimples pop. “Good.”

      Good girl. A flash of heat burns through my chest. I’d fan myself but he’s already discussing my orientation and I regain my focus on work and not the senators hands all over me.

      “You’ll spend a week at my campaign headquarters here in Indiana, and then meet me and the others on the trail.”

      “Who are they?”

      “My team, the people I trust the most. You’re a part of them now.”

       “Oh.” The weight of the endeavor lies heavy on my shoulders. “I’d like a few days to get my personal things in order.”

      “Of course.” He glances at his vibrating cell, then answers, “McKenna.” His tone is different on the phone, different than his tone with me. “Give me ten minutes… And during that time send Ms. Carter specifics on the campaign as soon as possible… Yes, Monday.” After a pause he hangs up. No longer relaxed and walking on the wild side, his jaw tenses. He’s back on the hunt.

      I assume he has the bill routed to his room because we’re done. Just like that. He throws his napkin on the table and stands. Breakfast is over and I have a new future. He steps behind my chair to pull it back.

      “Thank you, Senator.” I stand and walk away, lost in a to-do list the size of Mount St. Helens.

      “Charlie!”

      My gaze snaps from the paisley carpet to the waiter and a huge platter of dishes barreling toward me. The senator grabs my waist, tugging my back to his chest. An absurd, illogical force grips tight and I’m its marionette, a puppet controlled by an unseen figure. Closing my eyes, I relax into his arms. The heat radiating from him to me fractures my heart into scattered palpitations.

      A low rumble vibrates through him, his fingers digging into my hips. His lips press against my ear, and I swear he whispers, “Tell me you feel it too,” but his breath is too rough to know for sure. When my mouth parts to ask for clarification, he presses me forward and wipes a hand over his mouth.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Please,” he says, motioning me to take the lead.

      I nearly jog to move past this crazy moment, and when we make it to the lobby, I pivot to face him one last time.

      He looks me over, his gaze settling on my lips, then my hair, and finally my eyes. Clouds churn in the mesmerizing blue and he shakes his head, as if freeing himself from the storm.

      “Evan will send you everything you need for a Monday start. I’ll meet you the following week in North Carolina.”

      I take his outstretched hand. He’s warm, firm, and electric, and just like half the country has already been placed under his spell, I’m about to lose myself in his magic. Maybe I’m already lost.

      “Good-bye, Charlie.”

      While we stare into each other’s eyes, a fire lights inside me, burning hotter and brighter with each inch I move closer.

      His lips part.

      The pulse between my legs throbs.

      My heart races.

      He falls back a step, releasing me.

      I gasp and blink my mind into our surroundings. The hotel. Mingling guests. Evan and the mean blonde from yesterday.

      “Good-bye, Colin,” I whisper and turn, rushing toward the exit. I don’t dare look back, knowing if I do, I’ll say or do something I can’t recover from.

      I break through the doors, sucking in a breath. The crisp January air is a welcome slap to my face, breaking through the crazy haze of his intensity. Holy shit. I’m going to work with that man for months. Now that I’m away from him, I’m rethinking my agreement.

      I need to stay away from Colin McKenna.
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      HE BIGGEST RISK WE face is never taking one. How often has Gram given us this advice?”

      “Speaking of Gram, let’s talk about her birthday bash,” I redirect for the fifth time.

      “Absolutely not, sister,” Ali admonishes. “No more changing the subject. I need more details about the hot senator, then we’ll move on to parties. Now walk me through why you want to resign before you’ve even started.”

      “Ali.” I sigh. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest idea to call her from the car, leaving only one hand on the wheel. “My mental health is questionable on most days, and you’ll commit me for intense treatment if I decline this assignment, but please consider what I’ve told you.”

      “I heard every detail. Do you want to know what this opportunity means for you?”

      “No,” I grumble, realizing she’ll tell me anyway.

      “Orgasms. Lots of orgasms. Most people don’t feel like they’re going to get off just by holding someone’s hand. Charlie girl, listen to me—”

      “What’s that? Are you there, Ali?”

      “Shut your trap.” She laughs. “Our connection is fine. So is your libido—finally. It’s been on the fritz for too long, now that it’s in working order, no way, no how are you skipping out on the chance to bang Mr. Muscle himself.”

      “But I could ruin him!” I cry, leaning my elbow against the driver-side window and propping up my addled brain.

      “Eh-eh. That concept doesn’t compute. Not in this day and age. Little Charlie Carter cannot destroy his career. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “That’s not true,” I whisper a truth that hurts too much to think about, let alone speak out loud.

      “Stop the self-deprecation. The past is in the past for a reason. Fifteen years is a long time, okay? Honestly, your secret’s safe. Medical records are sealed. HIPPA will protect you from any kind of background screen. No one wants a privacy violation on their hands because there are laws and fines and big, huge repercussions to breaches. Do I need to go on?”

      “Thanks, Doctor Carter. I appreciate your reassurance. ”

      “Not only is it required by the Hippocratic Oath, but it’s also part of my sisterly duties. One day at a time, remember?” She repeats our lifelong mantra. “Just go, have some fun, enjoy meeting new people. Get laid—it’s like an ice cream cone on a hot day: it makes everything better.”

      “Ali Carter!” I scold through a smile.

      “Relax. Live in the moment. Don’t think about anything but the Senator and his big, thick—”

      “Okay, okay. I get it. You’re terrible, but I love you. Seriously, Al, you’re the best.”

      “I know.” She giggles, then falls silent. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you too.”

      “I should have chosen a residency closer to home.”

      “But then I wouldn’t be here, stretching my wings.”

      “True, and you need this. I’ve got a good feeling, Charlie girl. Love you. Promise to call and text with all the sexy deets from your rendezvous with Mr. Muscle.”

      “Sure, but I won’t see him for at least a week. I’m here and he’s somewhere else meeting new women every day and I’m sure I just imagined the electric connection.”

      “Dude, you’re STI free, which would be the more common explanation for a burning vag—”

      “Oh my God. Send me the guest list for Gram’s surprise party. I’ll take care of the invitations and request the weekend off. I’ve got to run, I just pulled in.”

      “Alrighty, give the senator a kiss for me. Bye.”

      Laughter dies in my throat while I hang up. Nerves flutter in my stomach. The last three days were consumed by everything Colin McKenna. Now that I’m minutes away from the beginning of my first day, panic wrangles a rope around my chest and squeezes the last breath from my lungs. Deep-seated insecurities battle against the carefully constructed walls of my confidence. But stepping outside of my comfort zone is progress. It is. It has to be.

      The clear blue sky confirms that thought as I slip from my car, pulling my bag with me and walking through the parking lot. Campaign headquarters is an old but renovated schoolhouse with big picture windows overlooking downtown. Red, white, and blue signs litter the perimeter of the yard. McKenna for the People is everywhere.

      “No time like the present,” I whisper and push through the door into my new future.

      A snappy brunette smiles and singsongs a greeting, “Hi, I’m Molly. How can I help you?”

      I answer with a matching grin. “Charlie Carter, nice to meet—”

      “Oh!“ She squeals, jumping up. “We’ve been waiting for you. Come with me.” She motions me forward, then wraps an arm through my elbow. “I’ll take you back to Evan.”

      I stop short. “He’s here?” The senator’s here?

      Her blunt bob moves with her nod. “Yep. Come on, I’ll show you around.” She tugs to get me moving while looking over the oversized sweater falling off my shoulder, black skinny jeans, and stiletto booties, which are almost an exact replica of her own outfit. “We have spectacular taste, and I love your hair. Who’s your stylist? I’ve been thinking about going cowboy copper, but, honestly, your color is better. What is it? Rust, with some blonde and deep red highlights? Will you ask what formula they’re using? I’m desperate for a change.”

      I reach behind me, combing my fingers through the end of my low ponytail. “It’s natural actually.”

      “Shut up.” Her cupid-bow lips gape. “You’re lying.”

      I laugh again and cross my heart. “I swear.”

      “Lucky bisch. Only two-percent of the entire population are natural redheads. And green eyes too? You’re a biological anomaly.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “It’s a compliment. And if every tooth in my mouth didn’t hanker for sweets, I might have a chance at your figure. But, alas, I love everything Neapolitan, ice cream as well as an array of men; chocolate, vanilla, and all shades of pink.”

      I press my palm against my temple, memorizing all the Molly facts. “I feel like I already know you so well.”

      “Good, because I’ve decided we’re best-friends.” She winks, then knocks on a door and I realize her banter squashed my nerves and I missed the entire walk through the office. Including a large picture of the senator in a sharp navy suit and red tie, hanging on the far wall. But no one sits around staring at his gorgeous face. A staff of thirty bustle around desks. Fliers, more signs, envelopes, and postcards are stacked high. The chatter levels off into an easy hum.

      Evan hammers away on his keyboard, earbuds stuck in his ear. He replaced the smirk he held when I last saw him, with a scowl. “I don’t care what it takes—make it happen, Smith. We need to get him on our side before Davidson. Next week—call me when it’s confirmed.” He glances up and sighs, swiping his cell to end the call.

      “Charlie. Hey.” He stands and reaches for my hand. “Welcome. I wish there was more time to chat, but I’m… shit.” He taps his chest pocket and then his pants, while his eyes scan over the desk.

      “Stressed,” I finish for him.

      Molly pulls a pen from under a stack of binders and hands it over. “Thanks,” he says, tipping it toward her. “For finding my good-luck charm. I never leave home without it.”

      I hide a smile behind my hand. He’s so serious right now, and also seriously cute when he slips on glasses. Dark rims don’t conceal his gray eyes sparkling with mischief.

      “Go ahead, laugh, but give it a few weeks and you’ll have your own rabbit’s foot. Don’t look, but Tim.” He stares over my shoulder. “His good fortune comes in the form of underwear, and don’t ask me how I know this or how often he wears them. Now Randy, his talisman is his wife’s—”

      Molly cuts him off with a laughing cough. “I think she gets the idea. And for the record, mine is a secret. No one will ever know.”

      “Where is the fun in that?” he pouts.

      “Trust me,” she says as her cheeks flush pink. “The fun is all mine.”

      Evan’s brow arches but he nods appreciation as she turns, walking away with an exaggerated hip swing.

      “Hmm, well, I like the way she operates. Welcome home, Charlie.”

      I laugh. “Thanks, where should I start?”

      Grabbing a stack of files, he hands them over. My knees jokingly give way under the added weight. The documents almost meet my chin. “For your reading pleasure, you have access to the senator’s personal and campaign finances. Learn how he uses the funds. Get to know his platform. As part of this team, you’ll need to be able to speak to his vision responsibly. Start with these. There’s an open desk in the back.”

      I twist to find the empty cubby through the deliberate chaos. “Thanks.” Stepping back, I hesitate at the door. “I, uh, thought you would already be on the road. The senator mentioned traveling this week.”

      He taps his finger on the desk. It’s peppered with papers and a large calendar almost hidden underneath the piles. “Change of plans.”

      “Oh.” I nod, ignoring the shiver racing up my spine.

      “We’ll be back and forth from Indiana to D.C. for a while before taking to the road,” he says, then sits.

      “Great, perfect. Okay . . . well, I’ll get started.” I roll my eyes. If Evan hadn’t second-guessed his choice of comms specialist before, he must after this spectacular use of the English language.

      “Good, and Charlie?” He smiles, focusing on my eyes. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Thanks, Evan. Me too.”

      As I leave his office, I believe it’s true. Molly is great. So is Evan. Others wave while I weave around them to find my new normal in a five-by-six cubicle where I sink into Colin McKenna’s brain.

      I review everything, starting with capital assets and donations. He has a wide range of supporters and he’s circumspect on how he spends their money. I swallow a holy hell when I get to his personal wealth. The man has more money than the state of Michigan and that’s not much of an exaggeration.

      At quarter to one, a tall, lanky guy with a mop of hair pops his head into my cubicle. He grins. “Tim Hagger, at your service.”

      “Tim as in briefs or boxers Tim?” I slap a hand over my mouth, but his smile doesn’t falter.

      “Just call me Captain Underpants.”

      “Charlie Carter. Nice to meet you, Cap.”

      “First day?” he asks, leaning a hip on my desk.

      I think he’s reaching for Evan’s smooth sophistication, but the hair and day-old scruff scream shaggy, as in Scooby Doo. “Is it that obvious?”

      “The homework is the giveaway.” He points to the open binders. “We’ve all been there; the quiz starts in the morning.”

      “Really?”

      “I can help you study,” he offers, but I lose interest when his gaze drops to my chest.

      “Um, I’ll be just fine on my own.”

      “Oh, yeah, sure. I was kidding by the way. No testing allowed. Want to eat? We had food brought in from a deli.”

      My rumbling stomach answers for me. I walk with him to the lunchroom where we have a choice between corned beef on rye, a tuna wrap, or the veggie delight.

      “Hey.” Molly tugs my sleeve, steering me to a table for two in the corner.

      Relief floods through my veins. “Thanks for the save.”

      She snaps a bag of chips open and pops one in her mouth. “Don’t worry about Tim. He’s eager, but harmless.”

      “Good to know.” I flip the tab on a can of soda.

      “So, you’re heading out with John Montgomery next week?” she asks as I take a bite of corned beef.

      “Hmm?” I wipe my chin and swallow. “Who?”

      “The Montgomerys?” She looks around, then leans in as if she’s sharing national secrets. “The senator’s former father-in-law, John, is his PR director. He travels with him at all times.”

      “PR director? As in my boss?”

      She shakes her head, takes a bite, and chews. “Nope. Your position rolls up directly to Evan.”

      “Seems like you know everything going on around here,” I point out.

      “Yep, pretty much.”

      Since we’re already best friends, I steal a chip. “You said Montgomerys. There’s more than one?”

      An exaggerated shiver trembles her shoulders. “Evil Ella, with her permanent I-will-make-you-hate-your-life scowl. John’s daughter. The senator’s one time sister-in-law.”

      The angry woman backstage at Notre Dame flashes in my mind. “Pretty blonde.” I motion to my collarbone, the length of the mystery lady’s lob. “Throws daggers with her eyes.”

      “That’s her,” she exclaims. “Keep your distance. Every day she aims to wound, but by the looks of you, she’ll be out for the kill.”

      “Why me? I’ve never even met her.” Hair at my nape prickles, but I go in for another bite.

      Molly shrugs.  “You’re his type.”

      A golf ball sized lump of rye sticks in my throat. I wash it down with soda, but my eyes sting. “What? Whose type?”

      “The senator.”

      “Wait a minute.” I hold out my hand.

      “I’m serious. The man is fine. He’s single. You’re single?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “There is only one but. Ella has the hots for Colin McKenna but if it hasn’t already, his interest will turn to the biological anomaly. Blondes aren’t his type—his dating profile says redheads are. Ella’s not going to like you. I do, though. At least you have me.”

      We eat and I think about the senator with other women. A loving wife. If she was just half as pretty as Ella, she’d pass for a supermodel. Sophisticated. Refined. Elegant. Not a clumsy bargain hunter who’s more comfortable in a virtual world than in a live environment. I drop what’s left of my sandwich and ease back into my chair. “None of this matters, I don’t even know the man.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m projecting into the future, like a psychic, but I have no formal training—just a hunch.” She tosses a cookie at me that I catch and sink my teeth into. Double chocolate chip.

      “Thanks,” I mumble.

      “You’re most welcome. And listen, I’m providing the history lesson so you can watch your back when you’re on the road. Wherever dear ole dad goes, Evil Ella does too. It gives her more time to flaunt her assets if you know what I mean. Honestly, I wouldn’t put it past Her Evil Highness to have thrown a ball instead of a wake when her sister and niece died. She’s that rotten.”

      My heart sinks. “Niece?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice loses the natural gusto, leveling into a melancholy tenor. “The senator’s wife and three-month-old daughter died in a car crash. Years ago now.”

      Bile churns my stomach, pushing up lunch. “God, that’s horrible.”

      “It is.” She stands, taking my trash and hers as I follow behind listening. “And for the last five years Ella’s thrown herself at Colin. John’s not stupid either. He knew his son-in-law was destined for the White House. He helped him with his Senate campaign, and after the accident he stuck around to push him into a position of absolute power. Now he’s months away from the Presidency and John won’t allow a second mistake.”

      I stop, taking her arm and turning her until she faces me. “What was their first?”

      We stare at each other for a beat, pity clouding her amber eyes.

      My pulse spikes.

      I know before she nods. Before her mouth stretches into a sympathetic smile. And before she tugs on my ponytail. It’s me. I’m the mistake.

      A bell rings as if dismissing class. Molly dumps our trash in the bin and says, “Chin up, Carter. Let’s get back to work, so you can prove the Montgomerys wrong.”

      

      THE AFTERNOON MOVES AT the same pace as the morning: fast and full of all things McKenna. I research and plan for hours. Recent history shows that social media is more impactful on election day turnout and voter persuasion than any other campaign tactic. The pressure is definitely on. My approach must have a deeper reach and garner more participation than any prior strategy.

      At the end of the day, Tim arrives to correct a programming error on my computer. He crowds me in, pulling a chair next to mine and aligning our thighs. As I drown in the heavy scent of his Old Spice, a new awareness shivers over my skin. I glance up to a deep, mesmerizing blue. The lion found his den.

      Without a tie, Colin’s white button-down is open at the collar and tucked into pants hugging his masculinity. His eyes trace my face, then drop, touching the column of my neck and settling on my racing pulse. I inhale a shaky breath and stand, raising my hand in a simple greeting. No other man has ever weakened my knees from a single look. For the last few days, I’d convinced myself that the electricity charging the room when we first met was only in my imagination. A temporary bout of insanity that would result in more therapy. I was wrong.

      Just to be safe, I’d prepared myself for a racing heart. I was ready for the heat burning up my cheeks. But I couldn’t plan for the ache living in my chest when he doesn’t acknowledge my wave. I hadn’t thought to be thankful for an empty stomach, until it flips when his gaze deflects to Too-Close-Tim. Colin’s jaw clenches as tight as the fists by his side.

      His gaze returns to me and my lips as I mouth hello. I absolutely didn’t know how gutted I’d feel when he steps back a foot, then retreats into Evan’s office without saying a word. He gives me nothing but a sharp slam of the door behind him.

      Tim’s parting tutorial is lost in my ringing ears. I sink back down, staring at the blinking cursor while Molly’s warning replays in my mind. This is a mistake. I’m the mistake. John Montgomery is right. Now Colin knows I’m not qualified. The ask is too big for a novice. Pressure builds in my chest, growing so tight tears glaze over my eyes.

      “Charlie?”

      “Ahh,” I scream, nailing my knee into the desk by reflex. “Holy shit, Evan.”

      He chuckles as I rub out the sting. “Sorry for the jump scare, I thought you saw me coming. It’s late, you should go home.”

      I glance behind him at the empty office and dark windows, a cold hotel room waiting for me on the other side. “I’ll pack up in a minute,” I mumble.

      His head tips to the side as he searches my face. “You okay?”

      “What?” My spine straightens. “Of course.” I stack my files, aligning each corner perfectly. “I was just in deep thought planning and plotting.”

      “Your work is amazing, Charlie. Everything you touch is magic.” He reaches over to squeeze my hand. “We believe in you, okay?”

      I blink and swallow. “Okay.”

      “You sure? I have plans, but you can tag along—”

      “No way.” I smile. “I’m good. I brought my e-reader or entertainment. Now go.” I shoo him away. “Have fun.”

      Don’t worry about me. I know how to do alone.

      

      MORNING ARRIVES WITH A bad attitude. I slept like shit, and the dark water this place calls coffee isn’t helping my mood. I yawn bigger than my hand. The third cup better work like magic or my new team will get to know Charlie Carter’s cranky side. Sleep is good. I like blankets and sinking into soft pillows, but last night the lumpy bed and thoughts of Colin McKenna did not make me a perky princess.

      The kitchenette is barely bigger than my cubby. Three feet takes me from the hallway to the sink where I go about searching cupboards, borrowing a Looney Toons mug, and pouring a cup of disappointment. An espresso jolt is what I really need. Sadly, I lean against the counter, sipping the sad skinny java when Ella Montgomery storms into the break room. She comes to an abrupt stop, eyes going wide.

      “No,” she whispers, shaking her head.

      Strange lady, but whatever, it’s barely eight and she may have insomnia too. I force a smile. “Morning.”

      Her gaze narrows. She steps forward and swipes the mug from my hand, launching it like a bomb. Brown heat stings my hand and splatters over my cream dress and suede boots. The ceramic mug bursts against the wall, dropping in slices to the once pristine concrete floor.

      “You don’t belong here,” she snaps.

      I press my fingers against my pulsing temple, now praying for a double espresso to appear out of thin air. Without cup number three, Cranky Carter perks up, matching the evil queen’s tone. “Nice to meet you too, your highness.”

      She points at my chest. “Let me put this in simple terms. Terms your small mind will understand. Stay away from me. Stay away from my family. And stay away from Colin.”

      I blink and smile again. “And if I don’t.”

      Like the snake she is, she inches closer and straightens her back. “Consider this your only warning. I see you. I know who you are. You’re no one and nothing but a detriment to a team that’s dedicated years to this campaign. I’ll end you before I’d allow you to ruin what we’ve built for him.”

      Shit. Molly was right. “You have a thing for the senator.”

      “A thing?” She laughs and then falls back a step, adjusting her jacket. Amusement lights up her eyes, so does her megawatt grin. “He’s mine. Call it whatever you want.”

      I want to strangle her for maddening reasons. For one, this place needs at minimum a fresh bean grinder. The old school twelve-cup drip is subpar. They also need a migraine maintenance dispensary with grade-A quality pain pills to deal with this pain-in-the-ass. More importantly, with her slick suit, polished smile, and thousand-dollar haircut, she is perfect first-lady material. It shouldn’t matter for a second that I am not, but I hate her for the disparity all the same.

      I reach for a paper towel instead of matching her vitriol. “You have nothing to worry about. I have no interest in Senator McKenna. He’s all yours.”

      “Good of you to have at least one rational thought. Now go on.” She waves at the floor. “Be a good girl and clean up the mess you made.” She tsks on her way out, scattering the audience watching our little show. Everyone except Molly who beelines to my side.

      “I told you she’s a crazy bitch.”

      A bitter laugh scrapes past my throat. “She’s a joy. Was the massive dose of venom saved for me, or does she treat everyone like that?”

      “She is the evil queen for a reason. But I think she’s extra spicy because of your upcoming travel schedule with the senator.”

      “Who doesn’t give one damn iota about me.” I sigh, exhaustion weighing down my shoulders when I bend to soak up the cooled liquid.

      “Leave it, I’ll get the broom and mop,” Molly insists while rushing out and down the hallway.

      Somewhere in the office the seductive rhythm of Colin’s voice materializes and beats in time with my pulse. Then his cold and non-existent greeting from the night before plays in my mind, dropping my heart into my stomach. That pisses me off more than the missing espresso. Colin McKenna doesn’t think twice about me, even though he consumes most of my waking minutes and dammit, my dreams too. I grumble, removing ceramic shards from the floor. Yet, I don’t want him to see me in the wake of Ella’s tantrum, cleaning after her highness on my hands and knees.

      I feel his presence before he appears, my cue to stand and twist around. The broad span of his shoulders fills the doorway. He stops short, his eyes burning under the bright fluorescent lights. The longer he stares, the tighter the tension squeezing oxygen from my lungs. His gaze slides down my throat, over the slope of my breasts, to the coffee-stained material of my dress clinging to my stomach.

      As always he’s perfect and I am not. I swallow my embarrassment, moving to cover my midsection and when I do, a piece of the mug I’m holding slices into my hand. I wince. Shit. Heat floods my palm, an indication this cut needs more than a Band-Aid.

      I turn to the sink, flipping on the tap, and gasping through the sting when water hits the open wound.

      “Charlie?”

      Double shit. Colin’s breath moves through my hair. A shiver ghosts down my spine and I sink into him, giving him all of my weight. Then his hands are on me, holding my wrist and maneuvering it for full access to my injury. Red bleeds into a pink rush and then down the drain. He swears under his breath with a rough edge like he’s angry, like my wound hurts him as much as it does me.

      I lick my lips, focusing on his tense jaw blurring in and out of focus. “I don’t . . . do blood well.”

      He grabs a clean towel from a drawer, tying it around my palm. “I can see that. You look as if most of it has drained from your body, you’re so pale.”

      My head swims. “Feels like it too.”

      “Can you walk?”

      “Sure. Yes.” My knees crumble. “Maybe not so well.”

      His arm snakes around my waist, pulling me into the crook of his neck and holding me up. I melt into him, inhaling spice and everything nice. Sandalwood, he smells like sandalwood and man, better than any cologne on the market. He sighs and tightens his hold. It takes only a minute to walk to his office, but it’s a good one with his fingers digging into my hip.

      “Here. Sit and I’ll be right back.”

      There’s no room to argue with his tone, so I sink down and relax on the couch with my head reclined and eyes closed. My heartbeat moves into my hand, and I hold it in my lap while grumbling about the Wicked Witch of the Midwest.

      “What’s that?”

      I snap upright, a rush of nerves shooting through my veins as Colin walks in with a first aid kit. A smile crinkles the corners of his eyes.

      “Nothing. I didn’t say a thing.”

      “You promised to always tell me the truth,” he prompts.

      “Oh.” Shit. I look down and adjust the tourniquet on my palm. “I was just thinking out loud.”

      “About?”

      The couch dips next to me. His body heat reaches me first, then his masculine scent. A deep inhale of sandalwood and Colin scatters my thoughts. I blink up to a subtle glow of laughter lighting his gaze and confess. “I was grumbling about Her Evil Highness.”

      He laughs. “Who’s that?”

      “Ella Montgomery.”

      Amusement drains from his features, leaving them taut and tense. A mirror to his tone when he asks through clenched teeth, “She did this?”

      “Well, no. Technically I did this to myself.”

      “But . . . ” he prods.

      “But she had an immediate dislike for the Looney Toons mug I borrowed for coffee this morning. I’m afraid she wasn’t a fan of Saturday morning cartoons. Then again, the Mistress of Darkness was probably more disappointed than I am that there’s no espresso machine in the breakroom and she was only expressing her outrage.”

      Something sparks again in his eyes. “Mistress of Darkness?”

      “Or Her Evil Highness, whichever you prefer.”

      “Charlie.” He bites his bottom lip.

      I smile. “You know it’s true.”

      “Let me see your hand.”

      “Only if you tell me which nickname is most befitting of her nature.”

      The corner of his mouth curls. “Both are accurate.”

      I pump my hand in triumph, then groan from pain shooting down my arm.

      His brow arches over a sparkling eye. “Now may I?”

      “Here.” I shove my injury toward him. “Fix me, please.”

      My head lands on the couch and I squeeze my eyes closed while he peels away the towel, poking and prodding. “What’s the diagnosis, Dr. McKenna?”

      “Charlie.” His tone grows deep and dire, drawing my gaze to his. “You should go to the hospital for stitches.”

      White walls and antiseptic halls.

      Needles and bleeping machines.

      Pokes, pain, and broken promises.

      A breath catches in my throat. I push myself up, scooting away. He holds onto my wrist even as my high ponytail whips back and forth with the vehemence of my refusal. “No way, nope. No can do.” Nausea floods my stomach. “Please, can’t you help me?”

      He studies my face and must see the absolute denial written all over my features. “I’ll need to clean the laceration and it’ll hurt.”

      “I trust you.” I grab his arm, pulling him closer. My nails curl in, scraping and clawing, holding him tighter than he holds me. His muscles flex under my palm. My stomach somersaults, and my heartbeat moves to the apex of my thighs. He’s so hot. So hot and hard, fire burns through my blood. “Please,” I beg, but I’m not sure why or for what.

      He swallows, gaze settling on my lips. Then he shakes his head. “Close your eyes.”

      I clench them closed, breathless and aching for more contact. More human contact. More of him. Every passing second the pressure builds and builds, becoming so unbearable I open my mouth to beg again. I moan instead, heat searing my flesh as the fire moves into my hand.

      “It’s the disinfectant,” he says through his teeth.

      “It burns.”

      “One more time.”

      “No,” I cry, but the word turns into a hiss. Then a warm breeze eases the pain and I open my eyes.

      He’s so close. Closer than before, cradling my hand and blowing over my cut.

      “Better?” He glances up and I’m lost in a deep, mesmerizing blue.

      “Yes,” I murmur, lifting my head from the back of the couch.

      Our lips are a whisper apart.

      His gaze falls to my mouth. 

      Kiss me.

      His eyes flash to mine as if I’ve spoken out loud. Then they drop again as his tongue strokes his bottom lip. My nipples pebble. Electricity sparks over my skin. I fist his shirt, but I don’t have to pull him in. He inches closer, inhaling and breathing into me not once but twice. Two long, deep, intimate breaths.

      “Colin.” His name is want. His name is need.

      “Charlie.” My name is rejection. “I can’t.”

      Heat burns up my chest, and I look away. I can’t. Or he won’t. Not with me. I release my hold on his shirt and he works on my wound as if I didn’t just beg him to cross a very inappropriate line. Dear God.

      “Tell me about Ella and the coffee.”

      The subject change is for my benefit, or maybe his too, anything to alleviate the uncomfortable tension filling the room. “You mean Her Evil Highness?”

      An amused sound rolls through his chest. “Very inventive.”

      “I can’t take all of the credit.”

      “Let me guess—Molly.”

      I zip my lips and throw away the key.

      He chuckles. “Which is your preferred name?” he asks, laying the first of many butterfly strips holding the wound closed.

      “Mistress of Darkness.”

      “Tell me why.”

      I shrug, staring at his desk. It’s solid wood, fitting for a senator, strong and neat and just like him. “Ella Montgomery is like a star, bright and blinding. Her skin. Her hair. Her eyes. But her soul is black.”

      He stops, and I turn, captured by the deep, mesmerizing blue.

      “A genetic stain spoiling the Montgomerys,” he says.

      I shake my head. “I’m not saying she comes from a family of villains. Ella owns her black streak. Maybe she was born this way, or maybe life circumstances jaded her. The nature versus nature defense. But lots of people do bad things together and they’re not genetically related. I’ve never believed blood defines family. Connections do. Love does. Some people are just destined to be together.”

      “Fate.”

      “Exactly.” A vision of Ali pops into my head. My sister. My adopted sister. The moment we met we knew. Just like that, we both knew we were family. “Just like that,” I repeat my thought out loud and snap my fingers. “From the moment people meet they just know.”

      His lips pull into a line, and he refocuses on my hand. “You’re in a relationship.”

      “I’m not.” I touch his sleeve. His gaze shifts to my fingers, then jumps to mine. “Are you?”

      “No.”

      A sharp exhale of relief escapes my lungs. But two words fill my brain and hurt my heart.

      I can’t.

      While he wraps my hand with a long sterile bandage, I ask, “Why can’t you?”

      His chin falls to his chest. “It’s complicated.”

      “You do you have someone.”

      “No.” His shoulders tense before easing into defeat. “I don’t have a girlfriend. I have a difficult past and you deserve more than I can give you.”

      I’ve always been cautious. I think and rethink every detail and plan, plan, plan everything ad nauseum. Yet right now, with the heat of his touch still searing my skin, I’d do anything to have his hands on me. I scoot forward, knocking my knee into his and sparks flare between my legs from the contact.

      “Hey, Charlie.” Evan walks in the office, fists shoved in his pockets. “Everything okay?” His gaze bounces between me and Colin and back again. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      I blink and the heat inside me turns to ice. Colin McKenna doesn’t want anything to do with me. He told me so. All of this. The electricity, the racing pulse and desperation is completely one-sided. I made a big mistake. I’m the mistake. After I begged for his help, he gave in, and I gave my thanks by reacting like a clingy-school girl with her first ever crush.

      Then I remember what started this. Ella Montgomery with her perfect body and million-dollar smile. I’ll never compare.

      Humiliation sours my stomach.

      I pop to my feet, then regret it when the room spins.

      “Charlie, wait,” Colin snaps.

      But I push on to put us both out of our misery. “Come in Evan, please. We’re done. We’re so very done here.”

      His brow crunches. “Are you all right? I heard there was a coffee incident this morning.”

      “Fine. Perfect. The senator was kind enough to spare me a trip to the emergency room. I’m good as new.”

      I pump my fist as proof, but I don’t dare look anywhere but into Evan’s eyes as I walk out.

      “Charlie.”

      My name was vehement and harsh enough I pause in the doorway, leaning my forehead on the cool frame.

      “Thanks for everything, Mr. Senator,” I whisper, my hand not the only thing aching right now. “I’ll leave you alone now.”

      Then I slip away, knowing I’m not wanted. Colin McKenna doesn’t want me, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.
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      CAN’T BELIEVE I let you talk me into this,” I say, turning in front of the mirror. “This dress isn’t appropriate for the bedroom, let alone a cocktail reception for a presidential candidate. It’s indecent.”

      It’s true. This plunging black satin number leaves little room for my breasts and not much more anywhere else. I should have left my hair down for modesty’s sake, but it’s twisted and pinned in a loose knot behind my head.

      Turning the corner, Molly gets her first look at me. “Shit. Tim will be panting when he sees you.”

      “Then get me something else to wear. That’s the last thing I need,” I say, rolling my eyes. 

      A change to my original itinerary has allowed me three weeks to enjoy Indiana. Molly is fun, and after working alone for so long it’s nice to be surrounded by people. Tim, on the other hand, has presented a challenge. His invitation on my first day has transpired into an insistent appeal to dine with him at lunch, and sometimes a dinner invite. He’s nice—Molly thinks he’s cute—but absolutely not for me.

      And the sad part is I may see him tonight. Four hundred supporters are attending a cocktail reception in Colin’s honor; my excuse as to why I couldn’t attend was derailed by Molly. I didn’t come prepared for socializing with the elite, but she’s generous with her wardrobe. It looks more Nordstrom rack than closet; she’ll take silk, satin, and sexy over a T-shirt any day.

      “Look at these!” I say, poking at my cleavage. “They’ll enter the party ten minutes before I do.” Cringing, I pull at the plummeting neckline to draw the fabric over my breasts, but they pop back out.

      “You look fantastic. Stop adjusting. It’s supposed to look like that.”

      Turning from the mirror, I accept my fate. I’m going, I’m going in this dress, and I’ll just have to figure out a way to get comfortable with it.

      “I’ll never get another opportunity to attend an event like this. Never in my lifetime, Charlie,” she pleads. “You have to go with me. I need your support.”

      “I doubt that. You could have fun at the ob-gyn with your legs in stirrups.” I grab my clutch purse before slipping into stiletto heels, also on loan. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.”

      She whistles at my final product. “You clean up nice, Charlie Carter. You’re going to steal all of the men tonight, and I was hoping to meet my future husband.”

      “You can have them all, even Tim.”

      She pulls on a thick velvet cape, covering a sparkling blush tease of a dress. No doubt men will be eating out of her hand as soon as we walk in. “How about a certain smokin’ hot senator? God, the eyes and pouty lips are bad enough, but that body,” she says as we walk out the door and get into her car. “Just imagine what’s under the suit. He’s Superman, Charlie, and I think you may be his kryptonite.”

      I suppress a groan—from the vented blast of cold air, not the image of Colin McKenna’s bare chest. At least, I tell myself that. My nipples have beaded, brushing painfully against satin. It’s the cold, bitter cold, the frigid air, it’s not him; nope, not the sexy chiseled line of his jaw or the muscles so prominent their outline is visible against cotton.

      “Let it go. There’s absolutely nothing between us,” I say for the millionth time, my heart constricting as I do. Damn heart. I need a new one; this one is defective. It keeps breaking into pieces each time I see him or hear his voice. I’m still reeling from the imprudent feelings my traitorous body insists upon. I can’t seem to forget his piercing eyes, and the butterflies merrily dancing in my stomach each time he’s near.

      “Let’s get real. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

      “Yeah.” I watch the streetlights blur, one after the other, as Molly maneuvers through the city. “As if I have two heads.”

      She laughs. “Redheads must cause him to drool then. If it makes you feel better, you’re the complete opposite of the last woman I saw him with.”

      Jealousy peeks her head in to say hi. I’m not happy to see her. “And who would that be?” I ask with as much practiced patience as I can muster.

      “Raquel Meyers.”

      “Who is she?”

      She shrugs. “A local socialite, who spends her daddy’s money. Her family made a fortune in public storage, and she’s made a career out of spending it.”

      “Are they together now?”

      “I work on rumors, Charlie, so I don’t know what the truth is. I heard he broke it off and Raquel’s been persistent about getting him back. That’s why she’s throwing the party tonight.” Molly looks out the window as she pulls around a circular drive to the valet.

      A renovated warehouse has been revitalized with large floor-to-ceiling windows. Inside, bright lights hold the night at bay and allow arriving guests a peek at the metal-and-wood industrial interior.

      “How beautiful is she?”

      “Come on. You can see for yourself.”

      

      THERE ISN’T ENOUGH ALCOHOL in the world to prepare me for Colin and Raquel Meyers. Her arm is draped across his back, guiding him through the room, close to where Molly is vying for a life partner. She’s an expert at flirtation and the four men surrounding her are lapping up every sound of her voice, every coy tilt of her head, and every sexy flip of her hair. All the traits I’m seriously lacking, and each of them I wish to possess right now.

      Colin is stunning in a black suit, the lines hugging his tight, muscled frame. Blue eyes, white shirt, slim black tie, and I’m speechless: caught off guard by the herd of elephants galloping in my chest. He is devastating, as each woman here could testify to, including me. Damn him, and damn my traitorous heart.

      It takes a monumental effort on my part to drag my eyes away. I sidestep behind the defensive line that is our quartet to hide, but I can’t not look.

      Peeking out from behind a beefy bicep, I ogle Colin’s stunning date. She’s tall and slim—as in, supermodel skinny—the neckline of her red silk dress dips to her waist. Her dark hair is sleek and straight, shining past her shoulders. With eyes as dark as her hair, she exudes sensuality, and an unparalleled provocative elegance wraps around her like a snake. Raquel Meyers is as perfect as he is.

      An illogical surge of jealousy rips through my abdomen at the sight of them together. It’s ridiculous. Of course he would be with a woman like her. There’s no comparison between Raquel and myself; I’m simple and unsophisticated, far from the stunning creation gracing his arm.

      My breath catches and before it expels with some ravaged form of I-am-woman-hear-me-roar, I smile and nod toward the bar as if I’m headed there for a drink. Molly winks her understanding and then I beeline for the exit. I need air. But the second I’m swallowed by the monotony of four hundred people, I collide with Evan.

      As he lunges forward, I grab his arm. “I’m so sorry. Excuse me.”

      “Everything all right, Charlie?” His eyes narrow as he gives me a cursory look.

      “Yes, absolutely. I’m just headed outside to clear my head from the champagne.”

      “Do you need me to hold your hair?”

      I laugh. “No, thanks. I can manage.”

      “Okay, but you’ll let me know if you need anything?”

      “Sure, yeah,” I say, already turning to go.

      When a burst of February wind sweeps through the lobby door, I decide to take my chances on a stroll to the opposite side of the building. A long hall opens into an art gallery. Old machine parts are blackened and hang on stark white walls; photographs of the factory during its prime, along with the people who worked here, are suspended beside them. It’s easy to get lost in the past, and I do, until a shiver runs up my spine.

      I hug myself, rubbing my arms, but the chill becomes persistent and somewhat energetic. I tense; only one person has ever caused this reaction from my body, and I was hoping to avoid him all night. The soft silk of his suit coat drapes over my shoulders, and a wave of sandalwood highjacks my brain. God, he smells good.

      “In the early 1900s these buildings were built to make equipment that farmers used throughout the entire country. We’re standing in what used to be the main offices; behind us is a portion of the manufacturing plant.” His voice is a soft caress laced with dirty promises. He could recite the encyclopedia Britannica and I’d have to change my panties after the first page.

      Colin isn’t touching me, but he’s standing close enough that his breath moves through the loose curls framing my face. My heart stumbles and I’m sure he can hear the thunderous thump when it starts again. I try to steady my breath, the volatile pulse of it a definite giveaway of the effect he has on me.

      “You’re a history buff?”

      His shrug moves the outline of his shadow. In the dark we’re united perfectly, an enticing illusion, and I have to look away. But the real thing is just as tempting. Why does he have to be so damn beautiful?

      “History is important; it’s what led us to the present and will see us through to the future. I’ve studied the past, believing it will guide me to the right decisions.” After a short pause he shifts toward me, close enough that my head tips back to keep hold of his eyes. “I endeavor to understand every detail to ensure an appropriate outcome.”

      Electricity thrums between us, confirmation I didn’t imagine the strange connection.

      “How’s your hand?”

      I had almost forgotten; it happened so long ago. Lifting it palm up, I show him the puckered pink wound. “It’s fine.”

      The shiver becomes a tremor when he runs a finger along the scar, warming the skin below it. “I’m sorry you were hurt.” I don’t know if he’s referring to the injury or his dismissal.

      “You don’t need to apologize. I’m used to it anyway.”

      “You’re used to it?” His brow draws down into three lines.

      I shrug and smile. “It’s par for my course. If it’s possible, it will happen to me. I don’t have the best luck.”

      And that’s how we get stuck, eye to eye as the seconds tick by and the air grows thick with a palpable energy. Neither of us is willing to break the deepening silence, but eventually thoughts of him with another woman burst from my mouth in a moment of unrestrained frustration.

      “Where’s Raquel?” I ask. Crossing my arms under my breasts, I square my shoulders and ease toward his tall frame.

      His gaze darkens and flashes over my chest as he weighs his answer. “She’s just a friend, Charlie.”

      “You don’t owe me an explanation.”

      “Somehow I think I do.”

      “I get it, Colin. Your words were crystal clear. You can’t with me, but you can with her. She’s bewitching. I applaud you on your taste.”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth. That’s not what I said.”

      “Then tell me what you really mean. If you don’t give me the true story, I’ll make it up on my own, and right now it’s ending with you and Raquel Meyers.”

      He steps closer, taunting me with the heat radiating from his chest. “You don’t know me. You have no idea how complicated I am, how complicated my life is,” he says, holding me firmly with his gaze while our bodies remain a millimeter apart. “For some reason I can’t stay away from you. I’ve tried, Charlie. I have, but each time I see you I’m drawn back in even though I know I should stay away. You deserve more than me.”

      His head dips and my knees weaken. Without thought, I reach for his hair. The silken length slips through my fingers and I fist it. Oh, God. I pull, drawing him closer still, and the connection feels… right, like my hands were meant to live in the soft waves. A low rumble vibrates into me, and he lowers his lips to hover directly over mine. He inhales deeply, slowly and methodically, taking my breath into him as if I’m the last whisper of oxygen to fill his lungs.

      Moving a fraction, his lips brush against my cheek and my heart gallops. I can’t think; the only thing running through my head is please, please kiss me.

      “Charlie.” He murmurs my name as his nose runs along the line of my jaw, rubbing delicately against my skin. His hands, which have remained by his side, move to my nape. His fingers dig into my hair to hold me steady, but even without them I wouldn’t move, I couldn’t move. Everything is so soft, light, a teasing need. He’s on a slow, deliberate path, tracing his lips and nose along every inch of my face, breathing in every minute detail as his thumbs draw a delicate line along my lips.

      “Colin, please.” To my horror I’ve whispered it out loud, and although it was barely spoken the words seem to echo throughout the room.

      For the briefest moment he presses his lips against my forehead, holding me tighter than he ever has before.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, pulling away. My hands fall indelicately to my sides, empty and wanting. “My focus has to remain on the campaign. This… us… can’t happen.” His lids fall closed for the briefest second, as if the words hurt him as much as they do me.

      I’m shocked. Once again, in the matter of a second, he’s transitioned from hot and welcoming to cold and detached, spiking my anger. “You need to figure your shit out, Mr. President. Don’t toy with me,” I hiss. “Go play with Raquel if that’s how you operate. I don’t do drama, and frankly that’s all this has been.”

      He flinches. “I shouldn’t have come in here, I know that. I was telling you the truth when I said I’m drawn to you on a level I don’t understand. I….” He grabs his nape and hangs his head. “I’m not trying to hurt you, Charlie. I can’t stay away from you, and I don’t understand that. I’ve not encountered feelings like this before.”

      I pause, knowing his thoughts are exactly my own. I can’t stay away from him; I know I should, but for some unfathomable reason I can’t.

      “Well, you seem to be doing a good job of reeling me in and casting me back out. That’s not okay with me. How’s that for an understanding?” I rush until words are gone and the ache is back. It comes out in a whisper. “Don’t do this again, Colin. If you don’t want to hurt me, then you need to stop offering a glimpse of what it’s like to be with you only to push me away.”

      He nods just at the moment voices enter the room. I slip off his jacket, handing it to him. Our fingers touch during the transition and the sharp unexpected pang of lust, desire, or whatever the hell it is travels sharply up my arm.

      “I feel it too,” he whispers, finding my eyes. His are confused, bewildered almost, and for a second I understand him. I’m the unknown factor. He had his life planned out; a very specific path lay before him, and not anywhere on his road to travel did Charlie Carter exist. Yet here I am, and his struggle is one of diversion. Should he divert from the path he’s meticulously planned, digress for an unknown draw toward a stranger, someone so unlike anyone he’s met before? I’m not anywhere near the social category of the women within his circle, further complicating his struggle.

      “Colin, there you are.” Raquel’s voice is smooth, high-society syrup. When I glance toward her I notice Evan hovering at the outskirts of the room. “Oh, how sweet. Who is your little friend?”

      I roll my eyes. I’d rather verge on adolescence than be her kind of brilliant.

      “Impeccable taste,” I murmur to Colin. “Thanks for the history lesson.” And with that I head out the door to find Molly and her boys, bypassing Evan without so much as a glance. He catches up to me with a hand to my shoulder in the empty hallway.

      “Charlie, I’m sorry—”

      “What is it with everyone and their I’m sorrys?” I stop and turn, exasperated. “And exactly why are you sorry? For telling Colin where I was in the first place, or taking Raquel back in to save him from me?”

      He growls and shoves a fist in his pants pocket. “I’m trying to help him. And not because it’s my job; he’s my best friend and I’d like for him to find some modicum of happiness.”

      “And I’m the key to his joy? Is that what you’re saying?” He doesn’t respond so I keep going. “Listen, Evan, I don’t have casual relationships with men, and I’m not interested in starting one now. Don’t use me as your pawn. I won’t let him play with me. I know for certain I deserve more than that.”

      He nods and I slip back to the party, sidestepping Tim, who’s waiting near the entrance—hoping desperately to get swallowed by the crowd to become invisible.
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      V

      OICES IN THE HALL startle me awake. The muted browns of the hotel room are slow to click into focus, as is my brain. And then it does and my new reality slides into place. For the unforeseen future, I’m on the campaign trail. From private plane, to private car, to private room, I’ve been secluded in luxury while adjusting to the hectic pace sure to hit tomorrow.

      Up until now, I’ve been managing social media content with information funneled to me from Evan. But the day after I said my peace to Colin, I got the call confirming the date I’d join them in New Jersey.

      Here I am, hopping down from the ginormous king bed to enjoy my very own vodka cranberry, compliments of the mini fridge. My cocktail company is an overstuffed chair and a rapid-fire text battle with Ali and then Mom, both drilling for details on hot senator and my new locale. As I pop up for drink number two, a knock barrels through the room.

      Latch in place, I pull the door open three inches to find Evan’s smile.

      “Hi, Charlie. Settle in okay?”

      “Everything’s great, including the full selection of baby bottles.” I tug the lock free as he nods.

      “Your head’s in the game already. I like that. I’m on my way to the lobby bar; come get the full sixteen ounces before they start carding at the counter.”

      “Last time I looked I was eight years past legal, but thanks for the compliment.” I peek down at my silk tank and jeans and then back to him to assess my gut feeling. I’ve never gotten anything but good nature from Evan, and he has to be better company than the chair. “I’ll meet you there in a few.”

      “Sure. See you—” His phone rings and he waves before stepping away.

      I head to the bathroom to brush my teeth, add mascara and lip gloss. One minute to inspect the manic mane of curls and another to tame them in a ponytail, then slip into my black leather jacket. “Not too shabby,” I say to the final product in the mirror before grabbing my clutch and taking the first step into a new adventure.

      It’s how I’m approaching the next two hundred days. I’ll see Colin. The inevitable heart pitter-patters will follow and maybe some of the aching emptiness when he walks one way and I move in another—but that’s been the story of my life. I can appreciate him from afar and also that he’s not playing me as he could. If he was a lesser man, and more like the politicians making headlines for who’s-yanking-their-chain, I may have already made it into the been-there-done-that-pile. I’ll figure out how to work with him, casual and cool.

      Right. Two steps into the bar I need another fresh check. It’s not because of the three men at the side table who turn when I enter, or the bartender who stops washing glasses to stare, it’s Colin. And not only because he’s relaxed and leaning against the counter in jeans hanging so low they’re begging to come off. But because of how he looks at me. The minute our eyes connect, he’s the lion on the hunt, watching and circling—hungry. Danger bristles along my nape. And then the mask falls, and he allows me in, a glimpse at the man behind the political persona, and I find his vulnerability speaks to mine.

      A painful memory tries to fall into place, but I’m quick to put it back on the shelf. Those are for another time, not this one, with Colin watching me walk into the sophisticated bar with dark floors and chrome fixtures. Not while his eyes rake over my body and a simmering ache makes me want something I’m not sure how to ask for.

      As I approach him, I search for the perfect words. Something to compete with the smooth nonsense women use with him every day, but all I come up with is “Hi.”

      A smile spreads across his face, digging a dimple into his cheek. “Hi, yourself.”

      After our last encounter tension should creep in, but it doesn’t. I’d like to wrap my arms around his neck and, hip to hip, listen to him recap every second of his day. Instead I sit and order a drink from the waiting bartender.

      Colin leans on an elbow, relaxing with his back to the counter and a long leg kicked out before him. Relaxed looks good on him—really, really good. So does the white shirt open at the collar and the pushed-up sleeves.

      “Did you have a good flight?”

      I roll my eyes. “How could I not? Your plane is the bomb. I lounged on the couch and watched Judge Judy on repeat.”

      His eyebrow skyrockets. “Judge Judy?”

      I nod. “It’s now programmed as a favorite over CNN. Try it; it can put your problems into perspective. My neighbor borrowed a couple of eggs for the eleventh time in as many weeks. But Judge Judy? She had to put the smack down on taking the car without returning it.”

      A laugh rumbles through his chest. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      His gaze is ripped from mine when Evan slides next to him. “Is he telling stories already, Charlie? Don’t listen to him; I didn’t do half the shit he accuses me of in college.”

      Colin swallows down his disagreement and beer. When he can talk, he says, “I’m quite certain all of your misdeeds are labeled correctly in the Dean’s office. You only received an invitation for Christmas dinner after spending half of freshman year in his wingback.”

      Evan smiles and signals for a round. “Not true. He couldn’t stay away from my winning personality. I’m infectious.”

      “That’s what she said,” I add, and bite my lip.

      Their back-and-forth stops and they turn, a slow-motion twist to look at me, and then Colin throws his head back and laughs. “Tell me a story, Evan,” I say, in hopes I can see that complete abandon on Colin’s face.

      He shakes his head. “I was a saint.”

      “Bullshit,” Colin says. “What about Tina Austin?”

      “What about her?”

      His brow arches as he answers, “Spanking her ass in the library staircase before chem lab ring any bells?”

      Evan grins. “Only the sound of her voice as she begged for it.”

      I giggle and think he sounds a lot like Ali. Falling into their history becomes easy. Colin laughs as I haven’t seen him do. His buttoned-up persona is gone; this is the peek at the man behind the campaign I’ve wanted to see.

      I envy their friendship, the closeness that extends beyond them and into a group that remains tight to this day. My friends tended to be Ali’s because I don’t do deep. Opening up and sharing the ingredients that make me tick is not my thing. Boyfriends and the latest fashion trends fell flat, so I engaged on a superficial level. Parties in college saw me on the outskirts of the room, watching as Ali commanded attention: women want to be her, and men want her. As Colin and Evan share their history, I become more aware of mine and the truth I will never tell.

      “Excuse me,” Evan says, and pulls his ever-ringing cell from his back pocket.

      When he steps away I switch gears. “Why did you choose this life? It must be hard. Every minute and movement examined under a microscope by millions of people.”

      Colin tilts his head, contemplating me as I do the same. With the dimmed light shining from above, he’s pitched into sharp angles. His cheekbones, jaw, even his lips find a straight edge as he sinks into serious thought and leans closer to me.

      “I don’t remember a time when it wasn’t my purpose. As a child I saw President Reagan at a public rally. He was passionate; he believed his position could affect positive change. And he did, Charlie. His administration saw the States into the most prosperous period of the century. Even more than that, relations throughout the world eased under his leadership,” he says. “I can bring us back to that point and beyond. I wouldn’t have given up everything if I didn’t think it was true.”

      The spark in his eyes fades and he’s lost in himself for a moment. But then his gaze slips to my mouth. Yes, my mouth, remember it? I want to ask. Because I would like mine to touch yours and see if fireworks explode behind my eyes. I think it’s a real possibility.

      “Why do you hate politics so much?” he asks, and then takes a long drag from his bottle, watching me as he does.

      “Because of its false face. I’ve come to appreciate authenticity and the political arena doesn’t seem to know what that is. Whatever happened to what you see is what you get?” Hypocrisy gets stuck in my throat, but I swallow it down. We’re not talking about me.

      “Who are you? Tell me.” The intensity behind his question reaches me and insists on forgoing caution.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I….” Three lines appear between his eyes. “Good coffee puts a smile on your face, and with blueberry pancakes—a satisfied sound erupts from the back of your throat when you swallow. It seems to surprise you every time, as if you weren’t expecting the pleasure. I want to know you. Do you like a 6:00 a.m. start to your day or ten? What do you wake up for every day and look forward to?”

      I choke on my laugh. He’s studying me as if I’m a difficult equation and he must find a method to determine if the statement is true or false. The scrutiny is overwhelming and remarkable at the same time. He’s been paying attention—and I’m only half-afraid of what he’ll find.

      “I like a reason to stay up late. A good book I can’t put down or a movie I feel as if I’m a part of. At night I leave the room cold so I can pile on the blankets. But I don’t like spiders or cold showers. My favorite thing is my family and how they love.”

      “Are you happy?” The question is a rough whisper that grinds on my nerves.

      My lids flutter as a snowball rolls down my spine and into an avalanche of emotion I rarely let myself feel. It settles in my stomach as a pile of scattered regret. I shake my head as if not wanting the words to slip free. But here they are: “I want more.”

      Day-to-day is supposed to be enough, but in a moment of desperate self-awareness I know it’s a truth I’ve never admitted to myself. “There has to be more for me somewhere.”

      Blinking out of my daze and into the face of the lion, I grab my clutch.

      “It’s getting late,” I say.

      As I slide away from my seat, he catches my hand. I look at the connection; sizzling zaps of electricity poke at me in a daring game of do I stay, or do I go? His eyes darken to a dangerous blue.

      “You don’t need to hide from me.”

      But I do.

      I should run, bury myself under the years that have slipped by. But the new whirlwind of opportunity his hold offers is enticing the prey from her hiding spot. From the moment I met him, the deep rumblings of a different future struggled to the surface, aching for release. I want to run with him and feel the wind streak through my hair and drown all of my senses in the bright light of living.

      “Come,” he says, making the decision for me.

      He tugs me behind him to the elevator as my pulse pounds in my ears. The air is thick when we’re closed inside the four-by-four cell. He’s impossible to ignore: tall, silent, almost brooding with the clench of his jaw. I have never before felt anything close to the longing building deep within my heart, and it frightens me.

      He says nothing as we climb. Floor after floor flies by and I stay locked tight in my mind with only his steady breath keeping track of time. In seconds we’re racing down the hall until he stops to swipe a key card that opens his suite. One minute I own my mind and in the next, I’m pushed against the back of his door and under his control. It’s that easy.

      He’s got my waist, holding it, sinking his fingers into the pad of flesh that curves into my ass.

      I gasp.

      He draws closer, staring at my lips, and I run my tongue along their length, moistening them while they remain parted in wait. A delectable shiver runs down my spine as his mouth hovers over mine.

      “I breathe you, Charlie.” The murmured words are barely a breeze and I wonder if they were really said at all.

      But he takes me in one breath at a time. Long deep drags, as if I am his lifeline and without me he couldn’t survive. My knees weaken at the intensity, and I lean in to him.

      Oh, oh, God. Lips touch and retreat, a light gift before he pauses and does it again. Sweet and savoring the second time, we taste and learn the flavor of our compatibility. Goose bumps spring up on my arms. Any ideas I had of what his kiss would feel like were wrong. In the gentle press of his lips, I hear his secret, and it speaks to a longing I had never known until it became apparent I missed him. That somewhere we had met before, and although time kept us apart, it was no match for two souls that remembered what is was like to find their other half. It’s that good.

      And then we’re crushed together. Hot and demanding, just like him. His erection grinds against me and I melt into a pool of need.

      It’s perfection and I’m at peace. Feelings of inadequacy and insecurity from a past I can’t let go float away until there are absolutely no thoughts of them anywhere. I’m free, for the first time in fifteen years. I’m free from pain, and it’s because Colin is where I’m meant to be.

      I suck his tongue, hungry for everything he offers. He groans and his tightly bound control slips as he licks and bites into my mouth, driving pleasure from the piercing sting until my cry rebounds against the walls. I’m at his mercy. With his silent insistence, I accept my fate and dive in. Wrapping my arms around his head, my fingers plunge into his hair, and I pull him closer, matching him need for need. We’re stuck together in a frantic, pleading kiss.

      A knock on the door startles me and I make to pull away, but he holds tight. He continues to nip and pull at my lips, his tongue dipping to touch mine seductively. After another moment, he gentles, as if he can’t pull away cold turkey. It’s a slow, sensual descent from heaven to earth.

      Another knock at the door, more urgent this time, and he breaks contact. “I’ll be right there,” he calls in a grating voice. Glaring at the door, he turns back to me. His hands move to cradle my nape and his gaze softens when it finds mine. Holy hell.

      “I should go,” I pant, stunned by the intensity of what just happened between us. He straightens to his full height, releasing my body, yet his hold remains in place.

      Stroking his thumb over my bottom lip, he whispers, “So beautiful.”

      Another knock fractures the strange pull between us. Finding my voice, I loosen my grip on his hair and say loud enough to be heard in the hall, “Thank you for the information, Senator. This will be a great addition to the website.”

      Colin releases me, the soft swell of his lips downturned as he does. He studies my mouth and then my cheek and hair, as if he’s memorizing the moment. With one last look at his ravaged hair I turn, pulling the door open to find her evil highness glaring at me.

      He sighs. “What do you want, Ella?”

      I slide out of the room. “You have an early day tomorrow. I’ll leave you two to talk. Good night,” I say lamely, and then hightail it down the hall.

      Moments later, my back is pressed against my door, and I trail my fingers over my tender lips.

      Holy shit. What just happened? I made out with the hottest man on the planet, possibly the future president of the United States. I don’t make out with anyone. I’ve never really wanted to, too scared by my past to let men get close.

      He’s running for president. I’m no good for him. Actually, I could harm his campaign; scandal is the last thing he needs. My head falls into my hands. I can’t let this happen again, not with Colin McKenna.
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      CAN’T STAY AWAY. As soon as I saw him waiting in the lobby my eyes were glued to his, and then to his perfectly sculpted ass when we walked to the waiting car. I couldn’t stop staring at my hand where it was swallowed up in his while he helped me into the SUV. My heart raced at an embarrassing pace when I thought about how firm his lips were when he was needy, and how they softened to enjoy every morsel of my mouth.

      Colin McKenna is a drug and I’m a thousand percent addicted with no hope for rehabilitation. Hell, I don’t even want to check myself in for treatment.

      The man is smart. During the twenty-minute drive, I listened to him spew off facts about environmental policy and healthcare reform as if it’s everyday dialogue. He’s also busy. From a manufacturing plant to a hospital and then on to meet the governor for dinner, his day is full.

      I stick out like a sore thumb in the gray metallic walls of the factory. A green silk blouse and pencil skirt are a veritable flag waving amongst the sea of men. That and my flowing red hair is screaming “woman” to the predominately male audience gathered to watch the senator speak. Ella is the other standout, and she’s behind him. But I like to think of her as a she-devil because the death stares she comes up with are otherworldly. It grinds me that she’s the depiction of elegance in a snappy silk ensemble that mirrors his. So I ignore her.

      But the media doesn’t. Colin and Ella make a picture-perfect pair and the press is taking them in as if they’ll walk into the White House hand in hand. She sneers in my direction and my blood boils.

      With camera in hand, I act as my own photographer. My singular subject doesn’t disappoint. A navy three-piece suit is tailored to the sculpted lines of his body and with a red tie, he’s very patriotic and sexy as hell. The lens hides my ogling. I can gawk without being obvious. At least I think so until he stares directly at me with a damn smirk that tests the endurance of my lace panties. Damn man.

      I walk off to the side of the assembly. The machines groan, voices hum from the many employees in various stages of work production. It’s a huge warehouse with conveyor belts, moving parts, and people all operating in sync. I stop in front of a large robotic arm, or more like a crane, picking up a huge steel plate for two men who bolt it in place. Colin’s speech ends. On his way into the factory with the owner, he glances up and catches my eye. His poker face is intact, but his gaze scorches with intensity. A flush steals down my chest and the smirk is back, tempting the corner of his mouth into a full-out grin.

      He’s playing with me, and my pulse likes the game. I turn away to recover, watching the robot pick up another plate.

      And then life moves in slow motion.

      Panic sets in with the staff when the arm swings away from them, when it should have moved forward. It’s wobbling as if the steel is too heavy a burden for it to carry. I realize too late the load is swinging in my direction, recognizing in an out-of-body experience sort of way that everyone is running away from me, yet I’m the only one incapable of escaping from it. The crane teeters, screeching out a warning.

      Sparks flare when the steel hits the concrete and the robot’s arm breaks away. I feel the impact, but it comes from the wrong direction.

      Colin rams into me. The velocity he uses to push us both out of the way sends us flying to the floor. My butt and shoulder take most of the shock, yet my head snaps back with an echoing thud.

      The room blurs. He’s searching, hands, fingers, running up and down my sides, frantic.

      “Charlie!” he screams.

      Then there is black.

      

      JUST WHEN I THOUGHT the day couldn’t get worse, it did—the emergency room physician insisted on a head CT to rule out brain trauma. I couldn’t be more embarrassed. From EMT to the ambulance and then the hospital, I tried to tell them this is how I always act. Sarcasm comes naturally, testing is not necessary. But caution won over my assurance.

      Colin wouldn’t leave. He demanded to stay with me, and I ordered him to his scheduled engagements. The battle ended in compromise when they brought me to the same medical center where he planned to speak.

      And speak of the devil; he peeks around the curtain to find me in bed. I’m too tired to react when he scans over my prone form, braless and in a hospital gown. He makes it up to my eyes and I hate that I see worry in his. I wave him in.

      He sits in the chair next to the gurney, staring at my hand lying by my side.

      “A little headache is the only souvenir I’ll leave New Jersey with,” I tease, but his sullen mood doesn’t lift. “How was your meeting with the hospital president?”

      No response. He leans forward to rub the white sheet covering my legs between his fingers. Minutes pass and finally he whispers, “Fine.”

      “Hey,” I say, touching the top of his hand. The light connection holds so much weight my pulse accelerates. “This was the best press you could ever get. You’re a hero. Honestly, I have no idea how you were able to get to me so fast.”

      His head snaps up. “I couldn’t give a shit about press right now,” he growls. “You could have been killed.” He grabs my fingers, pulling them against his heart and the frantic beat underneath.

      “But I wasn’t. I’m okay, because of you.”

      The atmosphere changes, his eyes transitioning from ferocious to bewildered. “I don’t know what you’re doing to me, Charlie,” he mumbles. Before I can reply, he rises and leans in so close our breath mixes. Closing his eyes, his lips find mine; slowly at first, a gentle exploration.

      “I’m not broken,” I murmur into him, and then my hands are in his hair. Pulling him from tentative to certain, he becomes insistent and pushes against me.

      Soft and firm all at once, he takes his time to taste me in long licks, groaning as he does. My head doesn’t hurt so much as the empty ache between my thighs. This man, with his wicked tongue and beautiful mouth, one arm propped against the wall so he can arch over me while freeing his other hand to skim the outside of my breast. A featherlight touch that I feel everywhere: a pang in my heart and a tempting pulse in my clitoris. Oh, God.

      The hospital is not the place, nor is this the time to explore the sexual attraction that apparently neither of us has the strength to ignore. Slowly we break away, my fingers trailing down his jaw, which he clenches as they rake over his cheeks. Pressing his forehead against mine, I hold him close while our breathing slows.

      The physician arrives and Colin snaps up, moving to the corner of the small room.

      Addressing both of us, he says, “Ms. Carter, your CAT scan is clear. You have a small concussion, and the headache will continue for a day or so.” He directs the next comment to Colin, somehow suspecting he’ll care for me. “Watch for dizziness, blurred vision, and worsening headache. If that happens, get her back to an emergency room. She’ll be tired and sleep is fine, but I recommend waking her every few hours to ensure coherency. I’ll send the nurse in with discharge instructions.”

      Colin nods, the pink in his cheeks fading to pale. Geez, it’s not like I’m dying over here. It’s a headache. I’m not even sure why he cares so much; we met just weeks ago. Sure, we’ve had two steaming-hot, heart-pounding, let’s-get-it-on kisses, but it’s not a marriage proposal, for God’s sake.  

      Colin thanks him as he moves past the curtain. Turning to the shelf in the corner, he grabs my clothes and returns to my side. “Here, let me help you.”

      “No.” I draw the line. “I’m not an invalid. I can dress myself.” My lion is back. He’s studying me as if we’re going to wrestle to find a victor for this battle and then I remember his schedule. “You have to leave! The governor is waiting!”

      “I’ll reschedule, don’t worry about dinner. Let’s get you back to the hotel where you can rest. You’ll stay in my suite.”

      What? My heart almost explodes from my chest at the thought of being in his bed. “No way, on both counts. You’re not missing an important meeting because I bumped my head. That’s just plain stupid. And I don’t need a babysitter—my brain is fine.” I push him off the side of the gurney. “Go!” I point to the door.

      He smiles. “Are you kicking me out?”

      “Yes, most definitely, go. I’ll take a cab to the hotel,” I say, and fall back to the pillow, energy zapped.

      “I’ll leave Evan with you; he’s been camping out in the waiting room.”

      I don’t know what to say. It’s nice, so nice to feel cared for. Colin moves forward once more to press his lips to my forehead. He lingers for a moment and then slides down to my ear. “You will be in my bed, Charlie. If you’re not in it when I arrive, I’ll find you and drag you there myself.”

      Holy…. Pinching my chin between thumb and forefinger, he tips my head to find my eyes: his flare like a comet burning through a midnight sky.

      “Yes, sir,” I whisper, enjoying the prickle of anticipation light up my skin. “I’ll be there.”

      He nods and with a parting look, he turns and walks from the room.

      

      I DARE TO OPEN one eye and then the other, curiosity winning over the devil in my brain. Morning light streaks through the open window, casting a glow on the beige paisley rug. The suite is quiet. Colin woke me throughout the night with a soft caress to my cheek each time. And then he’d ask me a question, like who is president of the United States. Of course I said him, but he didn’t send me back to the hospital. He just smiled and kissed my forehead. When my headache was on the verge of creeping back in, he had pain relievers and water ready. I feel the pulse of it now, and sure enough, there are two pills waiting for me with a glass of juice on the nightstand.

      I gobble them up and slip from the sheets to look through the hospital bag. My heart sinks. The Nikon I used the last of my savings on didn’t make it. It’s in pieces and the lens is crushed. It could have been me. No sense worrying where the next one will come from; it is what it is.

      Washing away my sour disposition becomes my focus and I’m pleased his suite has the Mac Daddy of all bathrooms. A shiver strikes when I step in to see the white marble beaded with droplets of water. He was here—naked—when I was asleep in his bed. Oh my God. I strip and step in to three shower heads. At first I’m chilled when I turn them on and then the heat eases the ache in my shoulders. But it also loosens my jumbled thoughts.

      Colin McKenna wants me. The feeling is reciprocated. Yet there is one thing, one thing I’ll never tell.

      I’ll never get beyond it. I may be able to live with myself and the decisions I’ve made, but with a sinking certainty I know Colin won’t be able to forgive my past. Not Mr. Perfect-in-every-way.

      A part of my brain is screaming to run. It’s a compelling argument: my past, Colin’s complications, and our disparate lives have very little chance of successfully merging. Then the other part, and a frighteningly large part of my heart, is insistent I stay, follow the unknown road ahead. That’s what scares me the most: the unknown. I love the tingly feelings and the ease simply there between us. But the path we’re taking is blurred. How is it possible anything between us can end well? That frightens me, but I know without a doubt I’m not strong enough to walk away; not now. This part of me is winning the battle, so I’ll focus on the present. One day at a time.

      With a leisurely pace, I finish and then take advantage of the hotel amenities: toothbrush, lotion, and spa-quality hair products. Clothes would be nice, but instead I wrap a soft towel around my chest and open the door to find something to wear. I stumble to a stop. Colin is standing by the bed. Neither of us moves, nor do we say a word. My heart thumps so loud I’m sure he can hear it as it tempts me to take a step forward.

      He stares and remains statue still with his eyes on mine. “Charlie.”

      I shudder at the sound of my name on his lips. His voice is sensual; warm, caramel smooth with a rough grate on the undertone. My body responds. Suddenly the cotton is coarse against the tight buds of my nipples, and my blood pulses at the apex of my thighs. Lord, have mercy.

      “Colin. Good morning.”

      He’s not subtle as he pores over every inch of my flesh, stalling on my breasts spilling over the top of the towel. When he has his fill, his eyes move to mine, a small smile touching the corners of his mouth.

      “I had your things brought from your room.” He waves toward the armoire.

      “Thank you.”

      He takes a step forward and my lips part. Don’t stop. I want more than your kiss—let me feel the slow drag of your fingers along my bare skin, please. But he hesitates and shakes his head a fraction. A rush of breath deflates my lungs when he steps away and closes the door behind him.

      I collapse on the mattress, gulping in air and waiting for my pulse to come down to earth. Not fair; it’s so not fair he works me up to my boiling point and leaves me needy and aching all over. After a minute, I look toward the plastic sack on top of my bag. Curious, I roll over to grab it and then snatch it closed.

      He didn’t.

      I think he did.

      I pull apart the box like a five-year-old on Christmas morning and know that he did. He bought me a camera ten times better than what I’d depleted my life savings on.

      It’s perfect for upcoming events and I’d like to thank him. I race to get ready: a quick blow dry, a cashmere sweater that hugs my curves, and a pencil skirt that does the same. When I walk into the living room he’s on the phone, staring out the window toward the river behind the hotel. I’d blame my spinning head on the concussion, but I’m pretty sure it’s because of those low jeans. Damn, the way they sit on his hips, and the open-at-the-collar button-up. I fan myself just as he turns to catch my uninhibited gawk.

      His eyes take on a tornado effect. I wonder if there’s a law against causing a person’s heart to race, because if there is, he should be arrested. Talk about a health hazard. Motioning to the buffet, he offers up the coffee. Not waiting for further invitation, I practically dive for the cup.

      “How do you feel?” he asks as he ends his call.

      “I’m perfect,” I say, looking up through my lashes.

      He licks his lips, and I can feel it as if his mouth was on my neck biting a path to my ear. “A gift from the gods sent to ruin me,” he murmurs in the tone that sets my blood on fire.

      I still, coffee halfway to my mouth. “We should talk, Colin. What is this?” I motion to him and me. Parameters are good and he should set them.

      But he strides toward me with a single-minded purpose. Setting down my mug, I back up. He’s not deterred.

      “This is a kiss, Charlie.” Oh. One hand to my nape, the other just above my ass and he hauls me against him. The solid lines of his chest collide with my breasts. “I’m going to show you how good we are together.”

      If it’s possible to melt, I do. My insides liquefy and I grab his arms to stay upright. It becomes easy to let the past disintegrate into nothing at the first pass of his mouth. A barely there brush and then he tastes my top lip and then the bottom, teasing with his teeth. I groan and close my eyes, giving up the intimacy of watching for the relief of feeling.

      My hands roam. His steely biceps ripple under my touch, broad shoulders are just as rigid when he tightens his hold. His mouth is warm, minty fresh and destructive. Long, provocative licks of his tongue render me speechless. Questions turn to need, and I dive into his hair to pull him even closer while I stroke back into his mouth.

      His growl rumbles between us. I love the slow squeeze on my ass, and that he grinds his erection into me. How does he do this? How can he make me so overwhelmed and desperate to attach myself to every part of him?

      I can’t think; I can only feel. He’s everywhere. His body and mouth command my response and I do by nibbling and sucking on his lips. We play until he breaks away to nip my chin and neck. “You’re delicious.” He presses each word into my flushed skin.

      A shiver sings down my spine as he kisses a wet trail along the opening of my V-neck sweater. His mouth closes over the swell of my breast and my nipples tighten in anticipation. But he moves in the wrong direction, sucking and licking his way to my lips—sensual and slow once more.

      I gulp in a breath when he tucks his nose beneath my ear. My thoughts are scattered, just like my heart. We hold tight as if we’d crumble if one were to disentangle from the other. And maybe that’s the truth. Maybe that’s our truth.

      Finally he straightens to his full height with an adorable shy smile. Taking my hand, he pulls me to a couch in the middle of the room, where I fall to the cushions, sitting on one leg to face him.

      “What would you like to talk about?” he asks as the sweet smile turns to a devilish smirk.

      I study him while my pulse slows. The ridge of his jaw, every angle of his face and the thick rows of lashes lining his eyes. It doesn’t do much but ramp up the antsy feeling crawling under my skin. Whatever this is—I’m in deep. His beauty is just the tip of the iceberg and I want to explore the depth of what it is he’s offering.

      “Colin… I….” His smile grows while I stumble for words. Damn man. “What the hell is going on with us?”

      He laughs, a hearty rumble in his chest as my eyes narrow with irritation.

      “Oh, Charlie,” he says, reaching over to caress my cheek from temple to chin. “I don’t know.”

      Ugh. “Not knowing isn’t working for me. I don’t have a lot of experience with relationships, or with men in general, for that matter.” I sigh, embarrassed by my admitted naiveté. “You’re brilliant, insanely gorgeous, vying to be the most powerful man in the world. You can have any woman you want; why me?” It’s the million-dollar question. Why Charlie Carter?

      He looks at me like I’ve grown two heads. “Why not you? Your beauty is more than ivory skin and emerald eyes. It’s woven in the fabric of your essence. From the moment we met there was something. It’s something undeniable and so strong it pulled me into the fabric of your life over and over again. I tried, Charlie. I tried to stay away because my world is hard, I’m hard, but when I lie awake at night, I see you; when I close my eyes, I see flaming waves of red hair spread over my pillow. Your voice whispers in my ear and I can’t deny I want you with every breath I breathe.” He plays with my fingers, still entwined with his.

      “What I see in you, Charlie, is the burgeoning light of innocence giving way to desire. And I’ll be damned if I’ll let any other man foster that need. I want you to crave me and to need me inside you. It’s as simple as that.”

      Wow. A tingling sensation has sparked in my groin, confirming I want that too. I want him to be the one to fill me with new memories and to burn away the old. But then his light changes. The sweet joy that softened his features turns hard and his nostrils flare.

      “I don’t have much to offer you.”

      My mouth falls open; I stare at him like he has a second and third head. “What are you talking about? We’ve just gone over a list of your attributes.”

      “You misunderstand me. Yes, I have money and stability, and I’m confident I’ll take the oath to lead this country. But that’s it. I have nothing to give. I’m a shell of the man I once was.”

      He drags in a breath. “I meant what I said, Charlie. I enjoy being with you. It is that simple, but that’s all it is. I can only give you one day at a time. There is no future with me.” He brings the back of my hand to his mouth and brushes a kiss over it while capturing my gaze. “I told you I would always be honest with you, and to that I hold true. I will not lie to you, so believe me when I say this: I want you. I want to be with you. I want to touch you and feel you next to me. I want very badly to be inside you.” His lids flutter closed, and he swallows as if contemplating the prospect. Goose bumps dance on my arms as he opens to find me. “But it’s all I can offer: my body, a physical connection.”

      Damn. I’m speechless again, not sure how I feel about this. Honest, yes. Straight up, he’s proposing sex. But can my fragile psyche accept his offer? I can’t ignore my reaction to him. I’ve never experienced it before, and I don’t want to return to drab days where I felt nothing but living minute-to-minute. My mantra pops into my head: one day at a time. This, I know how to do. Today, he’s offering himself to me.

      I turn, climbing to my knees to place a very gentle kiss on his mouth. He doesn’t respond. I pull back, ever so slightly opening my eyes to look into his brilliant blue stare, a silent offering of consolation for his pain. “Breathe me, Colin,” I whisper before leaning back into him to place a light pressure, my lips to his.

      He groans and takes my mouth with a repressed aggression that speaks to the control he’s shown up to this point. This is different—this is a man in need. One hand snares my nape and the other grips my waist to pull me into him. The desperate lashes of his tongue claim me as his.

      The feeling is mutual, and so he knows my thoughts, I grip his shoulders and straddle his hips.

      He moans when I grind into him, and he grows hard beneath me. I shiver from the heat of his fingers sliding up my calf and over my knee to push up my skirt.

      When he finds the lace edge of my thigh-highs, he growls “Christ” and drags his mouth from mine.  He looks down and we both watch as he slides the fabric higher, baring my pale skin from the waist down.  “Charlie,” he whispers on a soft sigh.

      The evidence of my arousal is painted on my white satin panties. I flush. Gripping his hair, I bury my head in the crook of his neck to hide my embarrassment. But with every breath, I take in the subtle hint of sandalwood and my clit throbs harder.

      I whimper when his thumb runs the length of me to find the swollen nub. “Colin.”

      “Do you want me to touch you?”

      I groan when he does, rolling his thumb in expert circles. I couldn’t say no if I tried; this man has me under his spell. I was bewitched the moment we met in my dream. “Yes.”

      But instead he takes my chin, in the way he does to get my attention. I lift out of what could very easily become my favorite place to find his eyes darkening to a dangerous depth.

      Never releasing the hold he has on me—my hips, my gaze—he pulls me onto his erection and rubs. When my mouth falls open on a gasp he takes it in, tempting me with just the tip of his tongue. And through it all he thrusts the hard ridge up and down in a rhythm meant to drive me mad.

      “Go, use me, Charlie. Take what you need, I’ve got you,” he says, moving faster to spur me on.

      God, he feels good. I hang on to his nape and arch my back to ride him, unashamed that he’s making me fall apart. This connection, this unfamiliar yet extraordinary connection, is absolute perfection.

      “Please,” I beg.

      “Let go, let me see you come,” he says, rocking into a faster tempo.

      His phone startles us both. Quick to send it to voice mail, he doesn’t miss a beat with his hips, but it immediately rings again—an incessant wail.

      No, no please.

      Glaring at the screen, he lets out a long sigh and stills. “McKenna.” His tone when he answers could curl straight hair.

      Shit. I moan inwardly, trying to steady my pulse and the throb between my legs. Our rhythm broken, his free hand lingers on my thigh, kneading gently. I can tell by the cadence of his words he has to take the call.

      His eyes find mine just as he moves to cradle my cheek. I lean into the warmth of his palm and grin. The smile that burns across his face is so stunning I kiss it. A sloppy, teeth-touching, giggle-inducing kiss that’s quick to turn hot and needy as his mouth works over mine. My heart leaps before I pull back to hide in the crook of his neck, panting. I fall into a daze and breathe in his musky male scent. Happiness may be packaged in a crisp oxford button-up and low-riding jeans. And right now, I’m tempted to hump his leg to finish what he started.

      God, this is crazy. I sit up and climb off his lap. His eyes track my progress to the bathroom. I need time to recover from the latest mind-boggling morning with Colin McKenna.
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      EY, AL. WHAT ARE you up to?” Tucking the cell between my ear and shoulder, I fluff the messy waves cascading down my back. I miss Ali. Not that we’ve seen each other often since she started medical school, but I’m antsy for a face-to-face instead of daily calls.

      The paging system announcing a code falls silent on the other end. She’s at the hospital. “Charlie! Bow-chicka-wow-wow. Tell me everything.”

      I laugh. “You’re insane. Skip the pediatric rotation and jump right to psychiatry. You’ll have fabulous relationships with the patient population.”

      “Hmm, you may be on to something, but alas, I have to complete them all to graduate. Besides, the kids think I’m funny and you do too. Now give me the scoop.”

      I hash out the funky fall at the factory, the flight to Albany we took this afternoon, and everything up to the black-tie dinner that starts in minutes—minus some of the feel-good moments. A girl has to have some secrets. “I like him. He’s a little bit broken and I can relate.”

      “I can tell you do.”

      “How?”

      “Because your blush is coming through the radio signals from New York to Washington, and even if I didn’t know you’re the color of a tomato, your voice is as thick as molasses. Love is in the air.”

      “If you start singing, I’m hanging up.”

      “Not a chance, I need more deets. What are you wearing to this shindig?”

      Where are Molly and her closet when I need them? I’ve done my best with a floor-length black wrap dress; the plunging neckline and high split add an air of elegance to an otherwise simple design. Paired with a gold necklace and matching stilettoes, I’ll make the grade. “It doesn’t matter. Colin won’t be looking at me. In public my role is different. I’ve spent the whole day studying him and gathering information for the blog, and the only way I got through it was to hide behind my camera.”

      “My best advice: stop staring at his ass. That’s a sure giveaway to the press.”

      I swallow a lump. “The media is everywhere he is. It’s a crazy life.”

      “It is, and you’re about to live it.”

      “Me?” I choke on incredulity. “I’m not living anything different than what I was two days ago. Colin was clear. We’re nothing but behind the scenes. I just didn’t know it would be hard to focus on business.”

      “Find your balance, Charlie. This is the first time you’ve fallen for someone, and he happens to be one of the most prominent faces in America. Don’t get swept away in the emotion of it.”

      “Not possible. I can’t get attached, but the way he makes me feel is nice.”

      She laughs. “Just wait, sister. Nice isn’t going to be the adjective of choice when he really gets his hands on you.”

      “Hmm. Speaking of hands, what happened to the surgeon you went out with last Friday?”

      Ali doesn’t hold back. Shy doesn’t fall into the arsenal of terms one may use to describe my sister. In her anatomy class she volunteered to be a 3D interactive dummy her fellow students could use to map out the human muscular system. It was all in the name of higher education and because she had a crush on Tommy Hanson, a fellow classmate. I laugh so hard as she recants her disastrous date, I have to reapply liner to regain the smoky eye effect.

      “He sounds charming. I’m sure he didn’t mean to talk about his ex-wife.”

      “Only hello and good-bye didn’t include the name Deirdre, and I think that was just to impress me. Why can’t I find a normal guy? You know, one who’ll shower me with spankings.”

      I hide my giggle behind my hand. “I’ll send you a picture of Evan. He’s exactly your type, pretty with a side of dirty.”

      “You do that. I’ve got to run. A seventeen-year-old junior lightweight took one too many to the head and is in intensive care. Tell your man to outlaw boxing. Bye, baby cakes. Call me tomorrow.”

      My man. Not quite, but the thought makes my pulse skyrocket. “Be safe.”

      Ending the call, I check out the red numbers on the digital clock—quarter to seven. With my camera case slung over my shoulder, I head from my room and down the stairs for a night filled with Colin McKenna.

      

      THE PARK ROYALE IS the oldest hotel in town. A grand staircase empties the second floor into the first and it’s on my way down that my eyes spring from watching my step to Colin. He looks as powerful as his position demands. A wide stance, the lines of his finely fitted tux stretched across his shoulders, with one hand pushing his jacket aside to sink into his pocket. My heart likes him as much as I do. It gallops faster, as if to drive my feet at the same pace.

      People mill about in sparkling dresses and black ties, yet all I see is him. Relaxed, he stares out of the lobby window to the street beyond. But then he tenses, straightening his spine before turning.

      His gaze singes my already frazzled nerves. One heartbeat, two, and then in his imposing gait he moves forward to meet me as I hit the marble floor. He attracts the attention of everyone as he stalks across a foyer three times the size of my apartment. I can see the headline now: “Second Time Insanely Hot Senator Rescues Redhead.” This fall would be caused by my pulse as it revs to meet the speed of an oncoming cardiac arrest.

      “Charlie.” My hand is in his, and just as he did this morning, he brings it to his mouth.

      And then he looks at me through his lashes.

      Death by Colin McKenna is a gift.

      A rumble starts with his smile, it stretches across his face and then he throws his head back in a laugh that draws a multitude of stares.

      It’s catchy and I can’t help my grin when he rubs his chest. “Did I miss something?”

      He bites his bottom lip, and I would like to replace his teeth with mine. Damn, this has to stop. The intensity, the feels, the tingly sensation lighting up my spine, all of it, so I slide out from in front of him and head in the direction of the ballroom. He manages to stay with me, his hand on the small of my back to guide me past the entry and through a less populated passage of the hotel. Everything is buffed to an ancient-bronze sheen.

      “You’re stunning,” he whispers, low enough for my ears only. Deep enough that I’m instantly aroused.

      “You look pretty amazing yourself. Nice tux.” I keep my eyes centered on the now empty hallway, but I can sense his smile. And I’m pretty sure it’s ending with a dimple that would break hearts everywhere. “So, is this what you do every day? Fly around in private planes, talk it up with fan girls who want to hand over their panties and drink Champagne?”

      He chuckles and stops as we come to a door. Looking in either direction, he takes advantage of the silence and presses me against it. “To clarify, Ms. Carter, as I know facts are important to my esteemed journalist.” Intensity builds in his eyes as he pulls me forward and against every hard part of him. “When I look into the crowd, there is one woman I see. And it is only with the strength of a thousand men I continue on, when all I can contemplate is if your inner thighs taste as sweet as your lips.”

      Oh, Lord. His hands slide up to caress the sides of my breasts and I want more than anything for their full weight to fall into his palms, to feel his skin next to mine, for him to pull the tight tips between his fingers. I moan at the press of his hardening length against my stomach. He leans down to nip my jaw and then he draws the tip of his tongue along my bottom lip, tasting the gloss I added to brighten them.

      “Cherry,” he murmurs into my mouth.

      “Colin,” I whisper as his hands find my hair and tug, pulling so my neck is bared to him.

      “All I see is you, Charlie,” he says, the heat of his breath warming a path as he speaks into skin. When he licks my collarbone, I wrap my arms around his waist, beneath his jacket. His muscles contract under my roaming fingers.

      For all I know, I could be opening Pandora’s Box. But my body wants him, and I do too. I’ll stay on the right side of the line emotionally and delve into this physical connection that is so alive between us. I can do it and if I can’t—I’ll leave.

      “Did you wait for me?” I ask. “In the lobby, were you there for me?”

      He tightens his hold, and my breath explodes from my lungs as he lifts up to find my eyes. He’s so intense, jaw clenching as he almost growls, “You know I did.”

      All of a sudden my dress feels like sandpaper. I want it off, I want to rip his shirt open and press myself to his hard naked planes. “I can’t stop thinking about you touching me.”

      His features soften, but his erection does not. “I know.”

      “Will you do it again?”

      The side of his mouth pulls up. “Here?”

      I fight the blush heating my cheeks and turn my head to stare at the floor, embarrassed because I have absolutely no idea how to seduce a man, let alone one like him.

      Taking my chin in hand, he brings my eyes back to his. “Don’t look away from me. I like what I see; a strong, clever, independent woman.” His voice is deep, the warm caramel that soothes my stiff spine. “Don’t ever be ashamed of how I make you feel, or to ask for what you want, because I have the same thoughts.”

      My lids close and I lay my cheek to his chest, his racing heart evident under my ear. For a moment I drown in the sweet hint of sandalwood that is now forever synonymous with him. I still have my arms around his waist, and I squeeze until I think he smiles. His fingers run through my hair and then down my back to cup my ass.

      “I don’t know how to do this,” I whisper.

      “I’m going to show you the way.”

      I swallow a sudden ball of emotion that wells in my throat. Colin McKenna is bigger than life and he’s going to seduce me. Done.

      Pushing against his chest, I say, “Let’s go before I need to route back to my room for a quick change.”

      “Your dress is beautiful.” He smirks and my cheeks stay pink.

      “Don’t play coy, Mr. McKenna. You know exactly what I’m referring to.” And to prove my point, I squeeze my thighs together to alleviate the constant throbbing between them.

      His eyes darken as he watches my show. “Later, Ms. Carter, you will find out what it really means to be wet.”

      Holy cow. My heart races so fast it’s in a new time zone, but he just takes my hand and pulls me behind him. The other side of the door reveals a short hall. Mingled voices rise as we draw near the end. It opens to a narrow room filled with shadows as campaign staffers move in front of and then around small lamps hanging on the walls. As soon as we hit the perimeter he tightens his hold on my fingers for a second and then releases me.

      The loss of contact is an anchor. My feet slow down as he slips into the crowd and forgets about me. And why shouldn’t he? I’m an employee, just like everyone else here. We work for him; our main focus is to see him to the steps of the Capitol where he’ll take the oath of office. Evan is by his side, pointing out the logistics of the event. John Montgomery steps in. He’s tall, his short hair completely gray, but his features remain handsome even though he’s older than my father. He’s elegant in the way he moves until he spots me and his eyes narrow.

      I fall back into the mix of staffers. Every other employee is doing their job and my panties are soaked from a hallway encounter.

      I bite my lip. An employee. This is the straight line I have to walk and to ensure I do, I turn to retreat in the same way I came in. It only takes a minute to hit the lobby. Following the lead of guests, I enter the grand ballroom. Two-story walls and a balcony surround the entire perimeter. A stage is set at the very end, and I think Colin must be behind it. Crystal chandeliers cast a glow on constituents who paid thousands of dollars to attend this five-course meal, with their presidential hopeful as the appetizer.

      Everyone has a place and not surprising, mine is at a table in the far corner. When the senator appears by way of the double doors, the hum of the crowd expands into excited chatter as he progresses into the room and finally to his seat. I’ve never attended an affair as formal as this, one where small talk is expected and charm a requirement. I’m a vessel of the campaign, so I mimic Ali and her natural grace in all things social. I must be doing something right. The man to my right keeps staring. Brown eyes that have more than a splash of red track my glass as I bring it to my mouth. He reminds me of someone you’d see in an advertisement for cheap cologne, and he smells a lot like it too.

      When he smiles it does nothing to me. No tingles or feels, no energy. I grin and it only encourages him into an introduction.

      “Joel Reeves,” he drawls, as if I should recognize the name. “Owner of BGG Communications.”

      “Charlise Carter. Nice to meet you.” I offer my hand and he holds it for seconds too long. I have to pull it away from his grip.

      “You have no idea who I am, do you?” he asks, in a husky tone that has hair on my nape bristling to attention.

      “Should I?”

      He winks and I find myself growing uncomfortable under his blatant scrutiny. “Maybe not, but I’m going to enjoy telling you.”

      And he does. It’s easy to let his constant chatter fall to the background, and I poke around each course, more interested in the champagne than food or Joel what’s-his-name.

      After dessert is served, the lights dim, one spotlights Colin as he takes the stage. It gives me a new focus. “Excuse me,” I whisper, and head into the shadowed perimeter of the room with camera in hand. Hiding under the balcony and behind a column meant to hold it up allows for an unhindered stare. Here is the centered man that commands attention and holds it as everyone waits with bated breath for each word. I take a few shots and mentally map out a blog post, jotting down key points on the notepad I stowed in my case.

      A sound scrapes behind me. An old door creaks at the hinges somewhere in the darkness. I turn. No one approaches. My pulse kicks up a notch, but I resume watching Colin. And then it happens again, followed by the scuffle of footsteps growing near. I squint into the recess next to the stage, only to find uninterrupted blackness.

      The crowd explodes in applause. I jump, hand over my mouth to hold in a scream.

      Jesus, Charlie. I curse and bolt back to my seat for more champagne and to calm my racing heart. As the standing ovation ends, a quartet takes Colin’s place on stage, and I sit. Joel takes up where he left off. I keep drinking. My eyes stray to my obnoxious neighbor, who is so high on himself it’s revolting, and then to the gloom nestled in the faraway corner. But more often than not, I’m centered on Colin and his tablemate, a platinum blonde who tosses her hair over her shoulder every thirty seconds until dessert is cleared. When her hand lands on his bicep, an antsy energy pushes me to my feet.

      Joel hops up at the same time. “Dance with me.”

      My eyes narrow as Colin leads frosty onto the floor that’s filling with couples.

      “With pleasure,” I say and take his hand.

      But I regret it the minute his arm wraps around my waist, smashing my breasts to his chest. I swallow down my nausea and glare at Colin as he winds his woman in graceful swirls. He catches my eye. His jaw sets in a rigid line. As if on automatic pilot, my hand snakes around Joel’s neck. My partner is fluid enough to make me look like I can dance, but smarmy enough to lick his lips, and I realize my mistake. What I meant to be a taunt at Colin was taken as an invitation by the wrong man.

      Joel’s nose presses in my hair. His damp breath hits my ear as he whispers, “I’m in 505, meet me there in ten minutes.”

      What? No! I suck at jealousy and everything that has to do with men in general.

      “Thank you, Joel, for keeping Ms. Carter occupied.” Colin. A shiver rakes down my spine at hiss sharp tone. “We have business to attend to, so if you’ll excuse us for a moment.” I catch a glimpse of Joel’s fallen brow in a what-just-happened-here expression before Colin has his hand on my lower back.

      “Now, Ms. Carter,” he says, loud enough to spur my feet into action. It takes a minute to clear through the ballroom and I keep my back straight when I notice more than one set of eyes tracking us. We hit the edge of the dance floor and he grabs my hand, taking over the lead to pull me along and then up a hidden staircase to the balcony above.

      “Colin. Slow down.”

      He doesn’t acknowledge my request but for a low rumble. His anger radiates in waves, but he takes shorter strides until we’re tucked into a dim alcove far away from curious gawkers. A mask of uncertainty clouds his expression as he backs me against the wall.

      Leaning down, his arms brace on either side of my face. “I’m new to this, Charlie. The reactions you elicit are… unfamiliar, and I don’t do well with uncharted territory. But I do know I won’t share you, ever,” he says through his teeth. “Hear me when I say this: I don’t ever want another man’s hands on you—never again. Tell me you understand.”

      Surprisingly, I’m not afraid of the depth of his reaction; in fact, I’m attracted to it. The evident passion in his voice and his actions are something I’ve unknowingly longed to have, to feel within myself. For so long my life has been about living to get through the day and into the next. With Colin, the deep-seated emotion is enticing, and it makes me want him even more. The opportunity to taste any level of this type of intensity has become a necessity.

      He grinds into me, and as soon as I open my mouth to respond, his lips take mine in a desperate kiss. When his tongue sweeps into my mouth, I moan and grip his hair, pulling myself flush against the lines of his chest. His hands knead, touch, and roam over every inch of my back while his mouth continues its devastation. God, he tastes good, like champagne and something new, something that’s been out of my reach until now.

      I vaguely hear Evan call his name, but I don’t care. I grip Colin harder, kissing him longer. This is what I want; this is what I’ve wanted since his damn phone interrupted us this morning. I’m on fire; every muscle in my body is attuned to his. My groin clenches with delicious need. When Evan’s voice grows louder, his hold loosens.

      “Don’t stop, please,” I beg into his mouth. Diving into me once more, his tongue slays me, erasing every thought of the outside world until I’m breathless and we have to break away to drag in air.

      He cradles my cheeks, drawing his thumb across my bottom lip. I close my eyes and fight the emotion churning behind my lids. Finding a balance is going to be harder than I ever thought possible.

      “I’ll come for you in an hour, Ms. Carter. And if I wasn’t clear before, let me spell it out for you now.”  He kisses me, a hot crush of his mouth against mine before he pulls away with my bottom lip between his teeth. “Your night will begin and end with me.”
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      HE SUBTLE HINT OF sandalwood clings to my skin and if that isn’t enough reason for my dopey smile, the sight of Colin’s retreating backside is. I watch him until he disappears down the stairs and then I realize I’m all alone and swallowed by shadows. The chandeliers hang below the floor of the balcony, so it’s only lit by the tops of their iridescent glow.

      It’s obvious the balcony is used for storage as I walk around stacks of chairs and unused tables. The thirty feet from wall to railing allows for plenty of room to peer below without being seen. A perfect reprieve to think about our agreement and his wife and baby, the reaction to Joel…. He’s as complicated as a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Salted Caramel Brown-ie Ale. A mouthwatering mix of complex ingredients that’s easy to devour. And I want to. Whatever this is, it makes me burn in places that have remained frozen under an arctic tundra. I’m ready to shed the parka and get naked with the hot senator.

      Even though no one is here to see it, I giggle behind my hand. Dancing continues, and my silly grin remains when I find Colin is not amongst the participants. Frosty pouts her injected pucker and then slithers up next to him. He doesn’t acknowledge her but for a handshake and a nod before moving on to the next person waiting to engage him.

      An awareness creeps over my skin. Someone is watching. My heart rate sprints as if to confirm it. At first I’m stuck, unsure what to do. But then I turn, because I’m psyching myself into a panic that’s senseless. It’s probably an employee of the hotel sent to retrieve a packed-away item.

      “Hello?” Other than a solo by the violinist, there is no response. “Is anyone here?”

      The sad truth is, I know fear well. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt the effects, but here it is prickling at my nape.

      I step forward and deeper into the shadows, winding through desks and lamps. A crash draws my attention. A man turns and I catch a slice of his features between piled-high boxes that are coming down on top of him.

      “Who’s there?”

      He bolts.

      Sprinting forward, he jumps over hurdles in his way and races to the opposite end of the balcony.

      I follow.

      I don’t know why, other than I have a something-familiar feeling rolling around my stomach. Picking up my skirt, I do my best to catch him in four-inch stilettoes. He flings open a door. When I reach it, it reveals a dark stairwell. I take my time—it’s a tunnel of terror for the clumsy. The last step dumps me in the bright lights of the kitchen. Employees turn from watching the man dash out of an exit on the far wall to me rushing after him and into an alley.

      Cold wind stings my cheeks. The latch clicks closed behind me with a definitive clang. Tires rumble on the street in front of the hotel and the loud thump of my pulse echoes in my ears. Whoever was watching me is gone, as is the tickling feeling of being watched. I turn to open the door, but there is no handle. Rather than bringing more attention to myself by knocking, I cross my arms to hold in heat and head in the direction of the cars. I assume I’ll find the hotel lobby, but instead I slip on a patch of ice.

      Throwing out my arm isn’t enough to catch my balance and I land with a loud oomph and an aching hip. “Lovely.” My mumble is lost in a freezing gust that pushes through the narrow opening.

      I stand to brush off my pride and gravel pebbles from my backside. A shiver claims my shoulders but it’s more electric than frigid, and I freeze.

      “Charlie?”

      Colin. Oh, for the love of God. Of course he would find me panting in an alley with a dirty ass.

      A glance behind me confirms it’s him. His features are impassive, other than the brow that shoots up as he draws near.

      “I, uh….” He shakes his head as I stutter. “Thought I saw someone I knew.”

      “In the kitchen?”

      My cheeks burst into flames. “Maybe, yes. How’d you know I was outside anyway?”

      He chuckles. “Rumor spread rather quickly that a redhead was terrorizing some poor man in the bowels of the hotel.”

      “And you naturally thought of me.”

      “It seems trouble has a way of finding you, Charlie.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I mumble as he takes me by the elbow.

      “Come,” he says. “You can tell me what happened upstairs.”

      “Upstairs?” I squeak. But my heart races to catch up with my imagination and what we could possibly do in his suite.

      

      TWENTY MINUTES LATER COLIN knows everything, which is very little. In hindsight, I think I chased a stowaway from his hiding place in the balcony. Poor guy is probably freezing in a box on the side of the road as we speak.

      Colin is reclining against the back of the couch. I’m in the chair at the small side table, ten feet separating us. I’ve had enough brandy to warm Iceland. Or maybe the heat is from the way he tracks me with his eyes. From the tips of my toes, that are now freed from heels, along the line of my legs, one crossed over the other and bared by the long split in my skirt. And then to my breasts, now rising and falling with my heightened breath. All from a damn look that has my nipples pebble to sharp points. I should stare at the floor, his shoes, not his quads that are hardly contained in black pants, or his biceps bulging as he crosses his arms over his bulbous pectorals—muscles. Every single muscle on this man is tight and thick.

      I squeeze my thighs together and he growls.

      He growls.

      I do it again and he stalks forward.

      From couch to chair, he’s on me in a second. My head snaps back as his hands grip me above my waist and he hauls me up. I’m plastered against him with my fingers in his hair—every luscious silk strand. His mouth slams into mine.

      My God.

      Hot, sweet like wine and sexy as hell, his tongue sweeps in to taste me. Deep lashing licks to shorter strokes, and my heart leaps into next year. Something is going to happen between us. I want it like I’ve never wanted anything before. I’m taking a new path and he’s at the end of it. No matter what happens between us, he will become a part of me, and I’ll take him with me forever.

      He breaks away, breathless and pleading with his eyes.

      “Tell me to stop, Charlie.” His chest heaves beneath my hands as I run them all over him and then his shoulders, feeling the rippling veins on the side of his neck and up to his jaw. I hold him as a struggle plays out on his features and in his gaze. “Talk to me,” he whispers.

      I brush my lips against his. “I want this.”

      He groans his agreement and tugs on the belt holding my dress together. It billows open and his thumbs help it from my shoulders and then down my arms until it falls to the floor. Left in lace lingerie, I wonder what he’s thinking. I’m more buxom than bony and for the first time in my life I care that my hips are round, and my breasts are big.

      Stepping away a foot, he says, “Take off your bra.”

      I hold my breath; no one has seen me naked before. Not like this. My vision blurs as I reach back to the clasp.

      He inhales at the same moment I feel the chilled air against my skin, confirming my vulnerability. “Charlie,” he breathes, lifting a hand to feather his fingers down the side of my body, stopping on my hip bones. “Look at me.”

      A cry is lodged in my throat. I’m afraid of what I’ll find when I do. I need him to kiss me and make me forget the insecurities in my head, and the past that swirls along with them. A bleating whimper escapes when I find his hungry eyes, and he says, “You’re gorgeous.”

      I launch myself at him, kissing his chin, his cheek, nipping on his jaw. “Make me feel everything. Make me feel so good the only thing I’ll remember is this night and you.”

      The last word is lost in his mouth. He sweeps me up as if I weigh nothing and holds me against him. In seconds we’re in his room and then I’m on his bed.

      “Lie back.” It’s a soft command, but a command all the same. I scoot to the middle of the mattress and drop from my elbows as he pulls his belt free. Need rushes between my thighs and he watches me squirm. One button and then the next; by the time he frees his shirt and bares his chest, my clit is throbbing and I’m wet, so wet and panting with anticipation. His pants and boxer briefs follow. The man has no shame. He stands stock still, hand stroking his hard length as I take in my fill.

      Holy Shit. He is a god among men. There’s nothing soft about him. His abdomen ripples with dips and shadows. A small smattering of hair frames his erection. And oh my, it’s—I swallow a lump—it’s more than I thought it could possibly be.

      Pain. The thought beats into my mind. But I want this. I want him so I push the thought away.

      I fist the comforter on both sides of my hips, and he reaches for his bag to pull out a condom. He tosses it on the nightstand. At the same time, I say, “I’m on birth control,” and then heat shoots up to my cheeks.

      But he doesn’t hesitate.

      Climbing on the bed, he presses his lips to my ankle. He kisses and licks his way up until he’s groaning, sucking and tasting my inner thighs as he spreads my legs wide.

      “Fuck, Charlie.” He growls my name and then he’s the lion eating the lamb.

      Through my panties he licks my slit. My cry breaks free just as my head slams into the mattress. I squeeze my eyes closed. He sucks my clit through the lace, lapping and teasing with his tongue and then teeth. I bow into his mouth and with a groan, he peels me free of everything. I’m bare. My lips part, but I can’t speak. I can only watch and feel and breathe through the pulsing ache in my core while he kisses me everywhere.

      This is different than I imagined; I’m different. I’ve never given myself to someone in this way—without doubt or sorrow, with freedom to welcome every touch and explore in return. I’m consumed with knowing him, finding the smallest places and where the lightest stroke elicits the rush of his breath or hunger to flare in his eyes.

      It’s more than I ever thought it could be: the bunch of his muscles beneath my hands, the heat of his skin and the long drag of his tongue as he savors every inch of my body. Nuzzling the sensitive dip behind my ear and along my neck, the side of my breast and down to the curved indentation at my waist—he cherishes every part of me.

      I grab his erection. Silk and steel, he melts into my hand. “Charlie,” he hisses, and tucks his nose beneath my chin. I hold him, pushing from tip to base and pulling back, rubbing my fingers over the end in a caress. I run on repeat until he’s panting and flexing into my grip.

      “Enough.” Pinning both of my arms above my head, his mouth crushes mine, sucking my tongue into his mouth, and now I’m squirming and begging for him to touch me. Touch me, please.

      And he does. Oh, God, he does. While one hand holds me prisoner, the other grabs my breast, pulling the tip. I cry out and look at him.

      “I’ll make you burn for me, Charlie; only for me.” Oh, I am. I’m on fire. His fingers leave a burning wake just as promised, moving down, down to the most sensitive place nestled between my thighs.

      A low moan from the back of his throat settles in the air as he dips between my folds. “Open your legs. I want to see you.” Oh, God. I let them fall apart, and he weighs one down with his knee. He rubs around my clit. Slipping to where I’m the wettest, he gathers my heat and teases me with the slickness by painting it in tight tiny circles, but never where I need him the most.

      “Please, please, please,” I beg.  I beg and scream when those damn fingers slide into me. “Holy, oh.” I groan, loud and shameless, as he reaches in and tips forward, pumping and rubbing me into a full-out cry. He feels so blessed good. 

      “So tight,” he says in a pinched voice, as if he’s on the precipice of finding the Holy Grail. But that’s me and I bow from the bed.

      “Please.” I beg for something, anything. “Make me come, please make me come.” I try to move. Pinned down, my only recourse is to flex and roll my hips, bring him deeper, faster, and take in his growl as he crushes his mouth to mine.

      He grinds his palm into my clit and it’s my undoing. I scream and explode into a million pieces as I come and come all over his magical hand.

      When the haze clears he’s raised up on his elbows staring down at me. His body is a protective and possessive frame as he nestles between my thighs and his tip spreads me open.  

      I find his eyes, so blue and questioning. I’m not afraid. I want to give him everything I’ve held within myself for so long. “I want you,” I whisper, latching on to his shoulders.

      “Charlie, baby.” As the words pass his lips he slides in another short measure and then he rears back. Rocking his thick shaft into me inch by glorious inch, he only pauses when he hits my core. His forehead falls to mine and we lie connected while my body adjusts to his size.

      “You fit so good, so full,” I say, even though it’s not enough. I want more; I want him to move, so I roll my hips.

      His shoulders shake with the low rumble of his laugh. “Give me a second, baby, or this will be over before we both want it to be.” Taking my sigh into him, he focuses on my mouth, kissing me until I’m breathless.

      Our connection deepens as he rises onto his hands. I clench around him in response, and his nostrils flair. My fingers trail along his shoulders and down his arms, following the definition of his muscles as they flex beneath my touch.

      “I can’t get enough,” he says. “Even being inside you is not enough. I need to own every part of you.”

      He throws his head back as he pulls out, and I know we both feel the glide, exquisite and necessary. Lifting my hips from the bed, I try to force his reentry, but he’s entirely in control. Waiting another heartbeat, he slides in again. I groan when he pulls back and finds a gentle rhythm, moving in and out. He licks his lips and I drape my arms around his neck, using them as leverage to lift up and kiss him.

      “So good. It’s too good…,” he mumbles against my mouth. And it is. So intense and so good my toes curl as I wrap my legs around his backside. I’m close to overwhelmed; the feel of him buried in me, knowing I’m really here in this moment, with his voice whispering in my ear to hold on, don’t hold back, give me everything…. I almost can’t hold on, falling deeply into every sensation and losing myself in them. 

      I’ve never done this with someone and felt connected in every possible way, not just physically, but emotionally. A rush, a warmth spreads out from my chest at the realization that this is my beginning—a spring in the middle of winter, the ending of a chapter and the start of another, with Colin as the central character. Right here, in his bed, clarity reigns as his mouth claims mine again, teasing out a moan so he can claim that too. He owns me. I would give him anything. Take it, take all of me, take everything and anything. And he does, wringing out every ounce of pleasure. He knows where to touch, how to extract the smallest whimper and the largest groan. I could never tire of being with him, with him over me and in me, pushing, pulling, driving, and devouring until the ache becomes a need. A need so intense and all-consuming, I begin taking from him. Calling out unabashedly to move faster, go deeper, push harder. Don’t stop, never stop, never stop making me feel this good and needy and so, so full. Please, I beg. Pleading with him, pleading for I don’t know what….

      Pushing off his shoulders, I fall to the bed and he follows, his head dipping to my nipple. Taking me into his mouth, he teases with his tongue and bites down, hard, only releasing me when I gasp and clutch his hair. But I don’t pull him away; I hold him in place. I want more. He does it again and this time I go a little wild, raking my fingers down his back and bucking my hips to meet the increased pace of his.

      Everything he’s doing is magnified in the pulse between my thighs. It started as a slow flutter when he first entered me, but it’s built into a steady cadence. I focus on the feeling of him. I’m climbing high, fast, and he’s coming with me. Throwing my head back, I relish in our connection, kneading my fingers into his back, his muscles flexing with control as he pushes me to a place I’ve never known, didn’t know existed. 

      I can see the moment when he loses it, loses himself as I have done. Gone is the controlled restraint and in its place is a wild abandon. Giving in to my demands, his hips thrust with a determined pace, driving forward, pushing harder until each strike elicits a guttural grunt from him and an exacting cry from me. Sweat pebbles on his brow, beading and rolling, dropping to my chest where it slides between my breasts. I watch, fascinated, as his eyes follow it down and the black of his pupils blur into the blue with a need so powerful it would scare me if I didn’t feel the exact same way. 

      My mouth finds his, licking and sucking and tasting. Who am I, but a needy, hungry woman begging for the only thing that can save me? Colin. Only him, it will always only be him. I give myself fully, joining him in the freedom to feel beyond good, beyond words. 

      “Don’t let me fall.” Sudden panic overtakes me as my body threatens to tumble from a cliff.

      “I’ve got you, baby,” he whispers. “We’re going to fall together. Come with me.” The whisper turns to a demand, forcing me to hold on and together, we dive headfirst into an abyss of pleasure so deep and plentiful we drown in it, breathe it, and live through it.

      Falling, his full weight presses me into the bed, and with his head cradled in my neck I savor his pulsating body. I have never felt this good. I didn’t know having sex could feel like this, could make my body respond in such an uninhibited, glorious way. With trembling muscles I squeeze my legs, holding him close. In a minute he lifts his head, a small smile touching his lips and his eyes. 

      “Hi.”

      My heart free-falls and I grin in return. “Hi, yourself.” 

      His mouth finds mine, an endearing connection, our tongues gentling as they meet in a sweet duel. After a moment he pulls out of me. Wincing, I close my eyes at the loss. It felt so perfectly right to have him inside of me.

      “Are you okay?”  

      I smile. “Perfect.” Because I am. Tonight with Colin, this was my first time. This was the first time it’s felt good, and true, and beautiful. This is the first time I’ve made love with a man and I’m perfect, absolutely, astonishingly perfect. 

      Planting a quick kiss on his shoulder, I run my nose against his skin, inhaling his scent. He is beautiful. Rolling over, he pulls me with him, tucking me into his side. I lay my arm over his stomach and snuggle into his length. We remain this way for a long time, not speaking, just basking in post-orgasmic glow. 

      In time, I wiggle down, resting my palm on his abdomen and my chin on top of that. He’s awake.

      “I’ve never felt like this before, Colin. That…. It was… well, it was super fantastic. Will it always be like this with us?” I watch him and how he’s concentrating on me. A sliver of light slices through the doorway, just enough to illuminate his eyes as he searches mine, penetrating the depths of them as if he can see into my soul. I thought he might smile, but I was wrong. A mask slowly settles in place. Picking up a section of my hair, he fans it between his fingers and then drops it back to my shoulder.

      “Go to sleep, Charlie. Morning will be here before you’re ready for it, and when it comes, maybe you’ll find the answer to your question.”

      Hmm, I bet he’ll be my wake-up call. I smile as the night stretches before me. Sliding my cheek against his skin, I burrow down and let the darkness fall. 

      

      I STARTLE AWAKE, ALONE. The bed is cool next to me, as is the air as it settles over my skin. My body aches in all the right places. I smile through my stretch, hands above my head and toes pointed. If I let myself, I could get lost in the hotter-than-hell memories of Colin McKenna’s hands on me, and his lips, and the way his body fit perfectly into mine, but I’d really like to find my missing person and entice him into bed to recreate the perfection. I grab his shirt from the back of the chair and slip it on while walking into the main part of the suite.

      His skin is burnished gold by the small lamp glowing on the desk where he sits, reading through a brief. He’s pulling at his lower lip with his fingers. I stand in the doorway, watching the rise and fall of his bare chest in complete awe that I’m with this brilliant man.  

      He looks up. “Did I wake you?” I frown at his rigid jaw and his tone—affectionate Colin is gone, Mr. President is securely in place.

      “No, I…. You weren’t there when I woke. I missed you.”

      His eyes fall back to his papers. “I’m working. Go back to sleep.”

      “But I’m cold without my thermals or you,” I tease, walking behind him. Bending down, I grin into his neck and slide my hands down to rub his nipples. He tenses and his quick intake of breath tells me I have his attention. “Come to bed, please.”

      Pinning my fingers between his, he snaps, “Leave, Charlie. I don’t have time for you.”

      Right. That hurt. It hurts so much I can’t breathe. My heart plummets to my stomach. I yank my hands away and wrap them around myself. He doesn’t move. And before he has a chance to, I dart to the bedroom and throw myself on the mattress, head buried in the pillow. Last night meant nothing to him when it meant so much to me. I’ve been dismissed. I can see it now; I’m the errant employee he’ll fuck when it pleases him and crush when it suits him. His words are crystal clear: I have nothing to give. I’m a shell of the man I once was.

      I can’t do this. It’s one thing to have unattached sex; disrespect is intolerable. I won’t allow him to treat me like shit because he’s a broken bastard. I deserve more than that.

      Dragging myself to my feet, I find and slip into my panties. My dress is a lost cause on the floor in the living room, and even though it’s mortifying, I’m taking the walk of shame in his shirt so I can clear out of here in a hurry.

      I know when I’m not wanted.

      Rushing through the suite, I only pause to grab my camera case and key card. The door shuts behind me with a definitive clasp.

      I run, trying to leave it all behind. The memories, the feelings, the experience I wish I could take back. My room is stale and dark, but I fling myself onto the bed and take up a new chant. I will not cry. I will not cry. I won’t; tears are for fools. They don’t wash away pain or free me from it. A long time ago I began to see them as a weakness, so I haven’t allowed myself to cry since I was fourteen. I will not be weak. But my lids burn even through my motto. For the first time in years I want to howl into the pillow.

      What have I done?
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      HE MORNING LIGHT COMES all too soon, as does the recollection of last night’s events. I groan, rolling onto my back. My entire body is sore, as if I’ve worked out for eight hours with an Olympic wrestler. I stand corrected—like I worked out with Colin McKenna. Tears coat my eyes when reality weighs in, crushing.

      A ring startles me, and I give the phone a death stare Ella would be proud of. There are only a few people it could be, and none of them are at the top of my people-to-chat-with list, especially Colin.

      Propping up on my elbow, I grab the receiver and growl, “Charlie Carter.” I should at least pretend I’m a tough-as-nails bitch.

      “Charlie.”

      Oh shit, it’s him. “Yes?”

      “We need to talk. I’ll be down in five minutes.” He doesn’t ask, he demands, and it pisses me off even more.

      “No, Colin, you won’t.” The chill in my tone could freeze over Miami. “I’ve forgotten last night, as you did the second it happened. There’s nothing more to discuss as it relates to that topic. For the immediate future, I will continue on in my position. Should that become too difficult to manage with boundaries, I’ll submit my resignation. Thank you for the call.” I slam down the phone.

      Fuck off, Mr. President. I fall back, breathing hard. Tears fill my eyes and I struggle to get them under control, the hard-bitch façade cruelly letting me down in my moment of need.

      I need a plan; I can’t stay here. Shit. If I give up this assignment I have no work to go home to. Rolling to my stomach, hurt floods through me and escapes in slow-moving tremors. The last few weeks become overwhelming all at once: missing my family, the travel, the fall at the factory, and Colin, mostly Colin.

      I’m startled when weight shifts the mattress and I know it’s him. My eyes flare open just as he sets a room card on the nightstand. I should have known he’d find a way to get one. Evan manages the reservations and must have the second key to all of the booked rooms. When his fingers rake through my hair, anger simmers in my stomach until it boils over as a roar into the pillow. I don’t want him to see me like this.

      I crawl to the opposite corner of the bed from where he sits and turn toward him. His face falls, three lines digging into his brow.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      My pulse hammers in my throat. “You have no right to be in my room. Get out.”

      He flinches as if I’ve slapped him, and a part of me wishes I had the satisfaction of doing so. “Charlie, I—”

      “Let me make one thing clear.” I cut him off and stand; aware that I still have his shirt on. Oh well, I’m too pissed to stop this tongue lashing. “I can understand not having a heart to give; I’ve probably got you beat in that category. But what I don’t understand, and will never accept, is being treated like a whore.” I drag in a quick breath and keep going, each word louder than the last. “It has taken me more than fifteen years to repair myself to a level at which I can successfully make it through the day, and I won’t let you destroy my precarious hold on my self-respect. Don’t tell me you’re fucking sorry!”

      I straighten my back and tug my hair behind my ears, trying to find some level of dignity. Arms crossed over my chest, I make my stand. “I’d like you to leave.”

      Colin rises, cautious in his approach. Even through my anger I can appreciate his beauty, in fitted black pants, and a white T-shirt stretched across his chest. His nipples are visible through the fabric and I have to make myself look at beige herringbone wallpaper—plain, just like my life before he walked into it. He stops in front of me and his eyes blaze with smoldering need.

      “No,” I cry, stepping back and into the wall with a thud. He’s on me, closing me in with his arms and then his mouth. For one second I relax into relief at the stroke of his tongue, but then I rip away, forcing my head to the side, panting. His rock-hard leg is pressed between my thighs, rubbing against my sore and swollen parts and it feels so damn good. I don’t want to want this, but my body responds with a gluttonous flush. “Let me go.”

      He sighs. “Ask of me something that’s possible. Charlie, please.” His nose sinks into the crook of my neck and he breathes me in. “Forgive me.”

      My heart plummets to the floor and I know it’s going to get trampled on, but I can’t resist him. I sink my fingers into his hair and he groans. Circling his arms around my waist, he stands to full height and my feet leave the floor. God, he tugs on all of my emotions—the good and the bad. But I won’t let him treat me like a throwaway; I’ll end up resenting him and hating myself for accepting it as my value.

      “I may be naïve, Colin, yet I know what this is. I’m fine with our arrangement, it works for me. But I don’t want to feel like garbage every time you’ve had your fill.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, pressing the words into my skin. “It’s the truth, Charlie. I want to be with you. To do that, I have to work through my emotions without hurting you. Last night was a big lesson for me.” Dragging his forehead to mine, he forces eye contact. “Please forgive me. It won’t happen again, I promise you.”

      “I want to believe you.”

      “Give me a second chance.”

      So much sadness is in him; it’s in me too, yet I wonder if it has to be that way. This is new territory for both of us, and we’ll have to work together to figure it out. I brush my lips against his.

      “I may be a fool, but I will.”

      We stay stuck to each other for minutes, and then he walks us to the bed, dropping down so he’s lying on top of me. I run my fingers over his back while he nuzzles my neck.

      “Don’t you have a meeting this morning?” I ask on my way to complete distraction.

      He glances at the clock. “I have thirty minutes to show you just how sorry I am.” He nestles between my thighs and I giggle, sinking my hands into his silken hair.

      

      COLIN’S PLANE IS THE bomb. In the main cabin, a couple of recliners face a sectional and just behind them are two-by-two leather seats with tables between the rows. It’s also got a conference room in the back and a full kitchen in the front. The most amazing addition is Mrs. Brenner, a stewardess who may as well be a pastry chef.

      “God, the chocolate truffles this woman makes are to die for,” I say to Evan as he refines Colin’s speech for tomorrow’s rally. “Here, taste one.” I push my plate closer to where he sits on the couch, and then wash the temptation off my tongue with the latte she also produced.

      He shakes his head. “Thanks, but no. I don’t do crack.”

      My giggle is interrupted by Ella, who tugs open the back room door. She files out with her nose in the air and then slides into one of the chairs. As she buckles in, John follows her out and then the senator of my dreams is just behind him. The man makes me blush every time he looks at me like he is right now. Blue eyes darkening to the color of midnight gaze intently through thick rows of lashes. My pulse takes off and it doesn’t help that he sinks down into the chair where he can continue to make my panties melt.

      He smiles, broad, decadent, and ending in a dimple on his cheek. Damn man. Of course I lick the chocolate from my finger—long, thorough strokes of my tongue—and find some satisfaction as his grin fades. His nostrils flare as I suck the evidence of my snack from each digit.

      The mood is crushed when the she-devil catches on and whips her head around to singe me with her death stare. I shiver from her vehemence. She really hates me. The sharp rap of Colin’s voice as he calls her name breaks the tension apart, and the three of them finish their business.

      “Don’t let her get to you, Charlie,” Evan says. “Ella wants Colin to suffer with his grief for the rest of his life, or be with her as his only other option.”

      “I don’t get it,” I whisper, staring at my lap and my coffee cup. “She’s such a bitch; why does he put up with her?”

      “Listen,” he says, and I look up to find him staring at me. “Colin is in deep with you. Don’t worry about the Montgomerys. The two of them know how to run a campaign, and that’s why they’re here. John’s been pushing him into the presidency since he started dating Abby.” Finally, I have a name for the wife who haunts him. “They’ve got a hard-on to get Colin into the White House. We’re so close to the goal now, they’re worried he’ll get distracted with you; that’s all it is.”

      My heart sinks. “And what do you think?”

      Evan’s smile is kind, if not a bit sad. “That you’re the exact diversion he needs. Charlie, he’s devoted every minute of the last five years to this run and the fifteen before that were calculated steps. After Abby,” he draws in a breath, “after the accident, there wasn’t anything for him to do but focus on his career. In my opinion it was unhealthy, but no one has brought about the balance he’s needed. Until you.”

      I pull up my knees and hug them to my chest as if in protection from the answer that awaits my next question. “But why me?”

      Evan shrugs. “Colin likes redheads.”

      My brow falls and my gaze slices through him like a laser beam. He holds up a hand as if in surrender, chuckling. “You hold your own, when most women go Stepford, as if that will get him into a chapel to pledge vows. It’s the epitome of annoying.”

      I laugh, but it’s strangled and tight coming out. “So he’s not into submission?”

      “God, no, not like that. Keep giving him shit, Charlie. He needs it and he needs you. Colin is good at what he does, the best, but you compliment his demanding personality. That’s not only good for him, but for the campaign. You’ve lightened his perspective. Hell, he’s smiled more in the last week than he had through the last few months. People need to see him as a man, not just the commanding Senator who gets things done. All facets are important.”

      I gulp down my anxiety with my latte. Evan goes back to work and I stare at the object of my fascination for the few minutes it takes us to land at JFK International Airport. I’m surprised as we disembark that two vehicles wait on the tarmac. Colin steers me to the second one. “Dinner,” he mumbles, helping me inside. My seat becomes his lap as he pulls me over to straddle his thighs. No talking—just kissing. At some point his hands find their way under my shirt as we make the most of the half hour ride into Manhattan.

      When the town car stops, he sets me aside so I can catch my breath and straighten my clothes. He looks perfect of course, damn him, but he just smiles at my scowl and tugs me out of the door and into old world charm. Two-tiered crystal chandeliers bounce light off walls, which hold pictures of an Italian family, from birth through graduations and marriages. What’s most amazing is the aroma; a perfect blend of spice and fresh air, growing the vegetables on the vine.

      The host beams as if he’s known Colin for many years. “Buona sera, Senator McKenna! Come sta?”

      “Molto bene, grazie. E lui, Signore Rosa?” Colin replies as they shake hands, Signore Rosa using both of his.

      Transitioning from Italian to heavy-accented English, he says, “It’s been too long. We’re so happy you found your way back to us.”

      “Signore Rosa, my friend, Charlise.”

      “Benvenuta, Signorina Charlisa! È molto bella.” His eyes brighten as he appraises me. “Please, I have a special table for you.” He motions us into the restaurant.

      Colin’s arm lingers on my lower back as we follow. Candles flame and sparkle against the white cloth dressing the tables. At the far end of the room a wood hearth is burrowed into a rock wall. Behind it is an even more intimate space. Signore Rosa waves us to a booth hidden behind a chest-high wall separating it from the rest of the guests and plunging us into our own private bistro.

      Before I have a chance to sit, a petite woman with streaks of gray in her otherwise black hair enters. Her Italian is quick. Colin doesn’t appear to have any trouble keeping up.

      “Mamma Rosa, cosi bello vederti.” Her small frame is dwarfed in his embrace, but she squeezes him and he laughs. When they pull apart she kisses him affectionately on each cheek.

      “You stay away too long,” she admonishes. When she spots me her eyes round and then narrow. Mama bear protecting her cub.

      “Una ragazza?” she asks him.

      “Un’ amica.”

      She tilts her head, studying me. I must pass inspection because she smiles, squeezing both of his cheeks. Without another word she waves us to sit, rattling something off in Italian.

      I slide into the center of the circular booth and Colin follows, sitting so close his leg is pressed against mine. He brings my hand to his mouth, brushing his lips over my knuckles and my heart constricts. 

      Our waiter appears from around the corner. “Buongiorno, my name is Anthony and I’ll be serving you this evening.”

      Colin’s eyes never stray from my face as he orders a bottle of chardonnay.

      “You come here often.” I state the obvious and watch his brow fall, adding a grim nod.

      “It’s been years,” he says, looking around the small room as if to remember the long-ago visits.

      “Tell me,” I prompt.

      It’s takes a minute, but finally he sighs. “My wife and I would eat here when we were in New York. It was one of my favorite places….” He trails off, and his eyes reconnect with mine.

      I stare, not sure what I should say or how I feel about it. “Will you tell me about her? What was she like?”

      “I….”

      Anthony saves him by returning with bruschetta and wine, which he pours in front of us. “Is there anything more I can get for you?” he asks.

      “Nothing at the moment. Thank you,” Colin says, rubbing his forehead as if it hurts.

      I sip from my glass, spicy with a hint of vanilla, and watch him above the rim.  

      “Charlie,” he starts again, “I didn’t bring you here because I want to talk about her. I haven’t been to Rosa’s in a long time; they have excellent food. I thought you might like it too.”

      “I want to know you, Colin. She’s a huge part of who you are: the love you had for her, the time you spent together, your loss, they’ve all shaped who you are today.”

      The mask settles in place, the expressionless expression, as he unlocks our hands. Elbow on the table, he sighs. “Abby. Her name was Abby.” His head drops and he focuses on the empty plate in front of him. “I knew Ella from college; we both volunteered to work on a local campaign. She invited a group of us to a fundraiser sponsored by her family. Abby was there. I thought she was different from everyone else. She didn’t cave to her parents’ high-society social demands; she was more of a free spirit. John always considered her a rebel.” He laughs, a hard, brittle sound.

      “Go on,” I prompt.

      “What else do you want to know?” he snaps. “It’s in the past; she’s gone.”

      I don’t want to push him, but I have questions. “How long were you married?”

      “Two years.”

      “How did she die?”

      He blows out a breath. “In a car accident.”

      “I’m sorry.” And I am. I know his anguish. I’ve felt it and lived through the years it takes to recover into a new reality after someone is forever gone.

      “Abby is a difficult topic for me to discuss,” he admits. “I don’t want to bring her into our night together, please. I really did bring you here because I like it, not because she did.”

      “Is she the reason you’re complicated?”

      His mouth pulls up at the corner. “You could say that. I feel like my whole life is complex. My marriage is certainly a contributing factor, and then there’s my career. Both of those things make it nearly impossible for me to have a normal relationship.” His voice houses a certain level of hopelessness I deeply wish I could erase; yet I don’t understand why these two things hurt him so much.

      “You equate the complications of your life to your ability to have a relationship?”

      “A normal one,” he clarifies.

      “What’s normal?”

      He shrugs. “A wife, a dog, 2.5 kids, living in a subdivision in Middle America with a minivan and a white picket fence.”

      I laugh. “So, why can’t you do normal?”

      “Charlie,” he levels his eyes at me, “this is exactly one of the reasons why I’m drawn to you.” He finds my hand again, squeezing it against his thigh. “You see beyond pretenses, but in this case there are truths that can’t be overlooked or forgotten. If all goes as planned I’ll reside in the White House for the next eight years. There is no subdivision surrounding 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. That’s a big complication.”

      “So you’re missing one out of seven; a wife, a dog, and kids are all possible. In technical terms, Middle America refers to the territory between the East Coast of the United States and the West Coast. So if we go with that definition, The White House is a part of it. And I think you could put one hell of a white picket fence up around the lawn. You would be, after all, the president of United States, with the most absolute power. I have no doubt you could make a new fence possible. Don’t let that be an obstacle to the life you want to live.”

      His mouth splits into a beautiful smile. “In the matter of a minute you have been able to simplify what I thought was one of my most complicated challenges. Thank you.”

      I love how his face lights up and that I can make it happen. But his reason for it saddens me. “Are you serious? Do you really doubt you’ll ever find love again?”

      He sobers immediately. “I doubt I’ll ever trust enough to fully love again, Charlie. That’s the crux of many of my complications. I know this statement doesn’t make sense to you and it’s not something I’m willing to go into detail about. I can only tell you for years the women in my life were more interested in what I could offer them versus who I am.”

      “Raquel?”

      He nods. “Yes, like Raquel. Her infatuation was with a United States senator who would one day seek the presidency, not the man behind the job.”

      I can understand now why he feels hopeless, if this is the type of women he’s surrounded by.

      “You’re being awfully open tonight.” I’m rewarded with another stunning grin.

      “I meant what I said this morning; I want to be with you. For it to happen I realize I need to open up. I’m hell-bent on doing that and getting to know you too.” My pulse hammers in my throat. I want to interpret his words as a reassurance that we can have more than just one day at a time. But that’s impossible and I suck down a gulp of wine to move past the silly burst of hope.

      “Now it’s my turn; I want to know about you,” he says, tilting his head to find my eyes. “Tell me about your family and your childhood. I want to know everything.”

      Hair on my nape bristles. “Everything?”

      “Yes, details. Where did you grow up?”

      Where should I start when much of my life is vague and undefined. “I was an only child until I was eight. Just the three of us, my mom and dad and myself. Our house was small and white with green shutters on either side of the front window.” My stomach churns from the rush of memories. “We didn’t have much. Dad worked on the assembly line. I think the only new thing he ever brought home was a Buick LeSabre. Mom was proud of him, and how hard he worked to get it,” I say quietly.

      “You’re close to your parents?”

      I nod. “I’m close to my whole family. I wouldn’t have survived without them.” I wince, wishing I could take back that last sentence.

      His brow draws down. “Explain.”

      I close my eyes and breathe through a replay. Claustrophobia and the grating crunch of metal.

      White walls and antiseptic halls.

      Needles and bleeping machines.

      Pokes, pain, and broken promises.

      “The mom and dad I have now adopted me when I was fourteen. My biological parents were killed by a drunk driver. In the new car, we went for a ride….”

      Shit. I drain the rest of my wine and Colin fills my glass as soon as it’s on the table. The accident is one of the memories I buried, very rarely contemplating how it shaped the rest of my life. “I spent the next couple of months in the hospital. When I was healthy enough to go home, there wasn’t a home to go to. There weren’t any relatives to take me in. I spent the next six years as a ward of the state.” I swallow a sudden bout of nausea, then continue.

      “The Carters had two biological children, my brothers Ian and Sammy. My mom always wanted a large family, and after Sammy was born she couldn’t have any more babies because of complications during his delivery. They began to foster children. That right there places them in the saint category if you ask me. They had a few babies, who were short-term placements. Returning them to their families when they were ready broke my mom’s heart, so they decided to look into adoption. Ali was placed with them first and she begged them to take me too. Ali can talk anyone into just about anything; she’s very persistent.” I laugh at such a huge understatement. She was told by more than a handful of teachers she wasn’t smart enough for medical school, that she would never get accepted to one program, let alone every one she applied to. Challenge Ali and she will win.

      “So that’s it. The Carters took me in, they loved me and I fell in love with them. It didn’t happen overnight; there were some rough patches along the way, but they are the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

      Colin leans in to brush a kiss on my cheek and then he whispers, “That was hard, I know. Thank you for sharing a piece of yourself with me.”

      I grab his lapel, holding him close for a moment longer as emotion clogs my throat. There’s so much more. It’s on the tip of my tongue, but I stay silent and cling to him. His mouth finds mine, light at first, sweet. But it changes to a hard, biting need. I grab his neck as his tongue lashes against mine, deep licks, and then he releases me, panting. Our foreheads rest together.

      “Charlie,” he groans.

      I smile and pepper kisses against his mouth. “That was the best distraction.”

      His hand lands on my thigh, fingers digging in and kneading.

      “Tell me something else. Ali. She’s special to you?”

      I lean away. “Life becomes lonely when there isn’t a constant person to hold on to, to talk to as you’re bumped from family to family. Ali and I met when we were placed with the same foster family, and we became inseparable. She’s confident, outgoing, funny, and gorgeous.” I get the warm and fuzzies as I think of her. “Ali protected me then and she supports me now.”

      “Where does she live?”

      “She’s finishing her residency program at Georgetown Medical School in DC.”

      “You miss her.”

      “Very much, but she’s found her passion. I’m proud of her for that.”

      “What’s your passion, Charlie?” His voice turns into warm caramel, smooth.

      I’ve never thought about it before. My life is traditional, boring to most, and it happens like clockwork. Laundry on Monday, dinner with Gram and Mom on Tuesdays, video games with Sammy and Ian on Thursday, Sunday dinner with the whole family, and working in between. Stability has been enough for a long time. But I keep coming back to more—something just for me. “Finding happiness. For a long while when I was a child that was a struggle.”

      “Are you happy now?”

      That’s the second time he’s asked me this question. “For the most part, yes.”

      His brow digs into three lines between his eyes. “You live alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “No boyfriends?”

      I laugh. “No, none.”

      “How is it someone hasn’t persuaded you to enter into the fine constitution of marriage, Charlie?”

      “Easy,” I say with a smile. “Because I haven’t fallen in love.”

      Our eyes lock for what seems like an eternity. I have never been afraid of the future, because in foster care it didn’t seem like I’d have one. When I was adopted, each day became my focus, not what might happen tomorrow. Now, with Colin, the future beckons to me. I know the odds that he’ll be a part of my forever are slim to none, but in a way he’s already included. He will always be in my heart as the first man I’ve opened myself to. So, while I look into the deep pools of blue, I let him see me and a glimpse into a fairy tale I never hoped to live. I dream of my own picket fence and the possibility of a relationship where I’m loved and I give love in return. I let him see how just the possibility of it flushes my cheeks.

      He watches the impossible fantasy filter through my mind, never looking away. Eventually he opens his mouth, but he says nothing, only tilts his head and remains contemplative.

      After a minute, he leans forward. “What’s your favorite color?” A grin spreads, digging a dimple into his cheek.

      “Hmm.” I smile. “Magenta.”

      “Magenta.”

      “Yes, a cross between red and purple; it’s beautiful.”

      Lifting his wine glass, he watches me above the rim.

      I can’t help the shiver spreading down my spine. I’m amazed he can seduce me with a look, a hot, sexy, shiver-inducing, dark-eyed look. It makes me giggle and he motions for Anthony so we can begin the next part of our night.
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      EW YORK CITY IS strangely quiet, with only a few pedestrians racing by. Fat snowflakes fall, layering a white blanket over the muted gray tones of the city. I stop to look up at the sky, wondering at the beauty of the moment and at the heavens for creating it.

      Colin is slow in his approach. He grabs me by the hips and stares down into my face. It’s easy to be with him, and so is my smile when he leans down to press his mouth against mine. Closing my eyes, I focus on his touch, the soft fullness of his lips, and the heat radiating from beneath his coat.

      He becomes more persistent, forcing his tongue inside my mouth in deep lashing licks. I groan and rake my hands through his hair. A chill shakes my body and I can’t be certain if it’s from his kiss or the cool air.

      “Let’s get you inside,” he murmurs. In another block we’re received into the warmth of the lobby. It’s a welcome haven from the snow that, if the bellboy standing next to me can be believed, will disable the East Coast for the next twenty-four hours.

      It’s a good thing our luggage is already delivered because Colin glares at the poor guy and he shrinks away. He’s quiet on our ride to the eleventh floor and then to his suite. I wish I could climb into his mind, understand what takes him from light and fun-loving to the troubled, introspective man standing next to me.

      How easily the road traveled has led to a shared room. My bags sit close to his with an assumption we’d be together. Laying his coat on the couch, he walks to the bar for brandy. Tipping a glass in my direction, he says, “It’ll warm you up.”

      I nod and turn to the fascinating winter wonderland coming to life outside the window.

      In seconds I have my drink, the heat of his chest is at my back, and my pulse races. My eyes move to the amber liquid, the same color as the unique sliver in his left eye. I sip, and moan as it goes down. It sears a delicious molten path to my stomach, a lot like Colin, warming all over.

      And then it’s gone, ripped from my hand. He sets the glasses down and I’m in his arms. My gasp is muffled by his lips and I want him with an instant urgency.

      Once in the bedroom he loosens his hold on my legs, but my hands are nestled in his hair and I cling to him, feet barely skimming the floor. Colin’s touch is tempting, seductive as he removes everything between us—nothing separates him from me and we come together, skin against skin. Enfolding me in his arms, he worships my mouth with his; my body heats under his touch as he caresses every whispered shadow.

      He captures my groan, taking it in to mix with his. I whimper as he kisses across my cheek to my ear and down my neck, nibbling at the hollow above my collarbone.

      My hands move: they’re everywhere, his shoulders, arms, running over the hard lines of his back. Everything he does taunts the wicked pulse between my thighs.

      Without warning, he pushes me to the bed, but he doesn’t follow. His breath falters as he gazes. Slow and deliberate, his inspection is thorough and his voice rough. “God, I want you. Just the thought of you gets me hard.”

      I can’t help but stare at his rock-hard erection. His hand follows my eyes, stroking up and down. “Seeing you naked in my bed, wanting me as much as I want you, is almost too much,” he whispers and his eyes change. The passionate need is replaced with veneration, a worshiping glint as he drinks me in.

      “Charlie,” he breathes into the silence, my name a prayer on his lips. Slowly he lies with me, bringing a hand up to cup the full weight of my breast. Closing his eyes, he leans in so his mouth hovers over mine, not touching, just taking. It’s so intimate, but I want to kiss him.

      “Colin,” I whisper and the word breaks the spell.

      When his eyes open, a devilish gleam replaces the adoration. He pinches my nipple, pulling it until I moan. The sweet sensation drives straight down to my groin, a sharp, inescapable fluttering. He smiles, a slow, beguiling grin as I writhe beneath his dark stare and the attention of his fingers.

      “I’m going to taste you, baby. Lick and bite you until you scream my name.”

      My mouth forms a perfect O but I say nothing, paralyzed with anticipation. I watch as he dips down, taking me into his mouth, laving the elongated tip of my breast with his tongue before teasing it between his teeth. I lean back into the bed, reeling from the pleasure his mouth brings. One at a time, he plays with my breasts until I’m wet and hungry for him.

      “Please,” I beg for I don’t know what. For him to continue, for him to touch me, for him to bring an end to the burning need building between my thighs. Slowly he moves, his nose trailing along my skin, teasing a path until he presses into the small patch of hair, groaning as he breathes deeply. Eyes trained on mine, he pushes my thighs apart. 

      “You’re intoxicating.” His voice is hot, his breath hotter as he blows against me. Looking up through his lashes, he asks, “Do you want this, baby? Tell me you need this as much as I do.” I’m speechless, so he blows against me again. “Say it; I need to hear you.”

      “Yes,” I barely breathe out before his head dips, the tip of his tongue swirling around my clitoris. My body arches off the bed at the sweet carnal sensation, and I moan loudly. Closing my eyes, I focus on him, and the tormenting flicks of his tongue.

      Wrapping his arms under my hips, he becomes impassioned, groaning as he lifts me to his mouth. I can’t move, my only outlet the incoherent words falling almost soundlessly into the still air. Clenching my hands into the sheets, I surrender to the beautiful intensity, panting.

      “Colin,” I cry. His lips close around my clitoris in response, sucking and rolling it between his teeth. I arch and instinctively move with him, a wicked, slow dance. The music is his mouth, playing artfully, and all I can do is wait, longing for the crescendo. Releasing my death grip on the sheets, I grab the soft silk of his hair as his head sways between my thighs. He looks up, eyes scorching and erotic, his tongue insistent and hot, teasing but not taking me over the edge.

      “Please,” I whisper, begging for the push from the burning plateau.

      His answer is to slide a finger inside my welcoming body. I groan again. The longing and desire build, the friction of his finger along with his mouth take me higher, faster than I thought possible. I writhe against him, the dance becoming feverish. I need; I want.

      “Don’t stop.” Two fingers plunge into me once, twice, his tongue flicks and rolls again and again, and he launches me beyond the brink. I explode, screaming out in awe as the crescendo hits violently. Waves of pleasure crash through my entire body and I bow into him once more. His mouth and fingers continue moving on me, in me, pushing my orgasm on and on.

      When I can stand it no more, I tug his hair, pulling him up to me. Diving into his mouth, I taste myself on his tongue, relishing the feel of his lips stroking over mine. Without thought, I grab his bottom lip between my teeth, sucking on it, mimicking what he just did to me. Drinking in his low moan, I spur him on for more.

      “What do you want, baby?”

      “I want you.”

      “What do you need?” he taunts me again.

      “You, always you—now,” I say, pulling him to me.

      In one swift move he enters me and I cry out as my body acclimates to the invasion. Before I can form a coherent thought, Colin rolls so I’m on top, straddling his hips. His erection reaches inside of me in a new way, a full tormenting stretch. We groan together when I rotate my hips, deepening the penetration. Our eyes lock, the intensity staggering.

      Leaning down, I place my hands on either side of his face, cradling him tenderly. My mouth hovers over his, not touching, just taking. Taking him into me every way I know how. His breath, his body, we become one, and I begin to make love with Colin McKenna—sweet, beautiful, passionate love. I feel it all. I feel all of him. My hips move, rounding gently at first, pulling him in and out at a taunting, tortuous pace. Our breath mingles together, held tight against us as our bodies join, again and again, over and over.

      In time I push up, sitting on him fully so he sinks in further, a new humbling depth that has us both groaning again in unison. Our rhythm changes, needing, wanting, an inexplicable desire to come together we move passionately. The joy in this moment, in us, is achingly sweet.

      “Colin,” I whisper as our eyes meet, his a deep blue, mine bewildered by the staggering emotion I feel toward this man. This man, who has unleashed years of unknown, pent-up desire. My thoughts scatter, frayed with unbridled tension, and I dissolve around him, mind and body surrendering to the mystifying connection.

      I cry out as his hips push me higher, rocketing with him, trusting in wherever he takes me, and I come. I erupt around him, vaguely hearing his cry as he joins me. We are one; we are us.

      My breath shattered, I fall, splayed out on his chest. His hands wrap into my hair, holding me tight as our bodies calm. Eventually he pulls my lips to his, kissing me gently. We breathe into each other, sated.

      

      I DON’T KNOW HOW long we lie wrapped together. My limbs are like jelly. Incapable of holding myself upright, I stay snuggled into his side. Colin rubs my back, his fingers soft on my bare skin. Finally I look up, gauging his reaction to make sure I don’t lose him to dark thoughts like I did the first time. His eyes are closed and he looks relaxed. His cheeks are soft, his jaw isn’t clenched as it sometimes gets when he’s tense. He opens one eye, smiles, and opens the other to fully look at me. Before I can say anything he grips under my arms to bring my lips to his.

      I lean back to look at him and slip my hand through the wayward curls disheveled from my grip. Brushing my mouth against his, once and then again, I snuggle back into his arms, but I’m not cocooned in his warmth for long. He slides out from beneath me; leaning on his elbow, he stares while I lie flat on my back. I immediately cover my breasts, but he stops my hands.

      “I want to look at you,” he says, smiling. And he does, every curve and inch of my body. “You’re so beautiful, a work of art created just for me.” Sliding the backs of his fingers from my temple to chin, he trails a blazing path down my neck, following the contour of my breast and circling my nipple. It grows taut from his now familiar touch. My breathing spikes. His eyes seek mine, watching my reaction when he pinches it.

      I groan. “You’re driving me crazy.” I mean it, too; the slickness between my thighs is a testament to the fact.

      Colin chuckles, a sexy throaty sound, and says, “Don’t move.”

      He cups the fullness of my breast, weighing it in his hand. “So soft, so perfect,” he whispers, squeezing and kneading.

      Moving to my stomach, he draws a circular path around the planes of my abdomen, getting lost in his own thoughts. His fingers come to a sudden halt.

      I grab his chin, forcing his gaze to meet mine. “Hey, don’t go anywhere. I want you to stay with me.” For the briefest moment his eyes widen. There’s vulnerability within them and then he’s gone. He becomes blank, shutting down and shutting me out.

      I sense his internal struggle against falling back into his comfortable pain. Clenching his jaw, he rolls onto his back and breaks all contact with me. His lids close tight and my heart lurches in my chest; I know his pattern now. As soon as he lets go, gets close to me, he withdraws or tries to push me away.

      I’m not going to let that happen so I scramble onto my knees beside him. Grabbing his chin, I mimic his stern tone, “Colin, look at me.” He doesn’t move, his chest moving up and down evenly. He lifts his hands to press the palms against his eyes, long fingers covering his forehead, reaching into his tousled hair. “Talk to me.”

      It’s heartbreaking to see such a strong, passionate man splintered in this way; unable or unwilling to move beyond the misery he’s convinced he should live with. After a moment of silence I lose my patience. “You are an obstinate, confusing man!” I think his lip lifts in hint of a smile, but I can’t be sure.

      “I’m going to be honest with you, and if you get mad so be it. I’d rather fight for you than let you slip away with a ghost. Abby is gone.” Her name stings my tongue. “Her death was tragic; I can’t imagine the pain you endured. She died five years ago, Colin; you were thirty-one years old. I can only presume to know the love she had for you, and with that, Abby would not have wanted you to suffer her death your whole life. You loved her; it’s okay to let her go.”

      His brooding silence slices my heart with each passing minute. Getting frustrated, I pull against one of his arms and he allows me to move it easily, lifting his other so his wary eyes can open. Kneeling naked by his side, I grasp his hand and wait for him to speak.

      “It’s much easier not to feel anything,” he says finally, “rather than put trust in myself again.” His jaw clenches as he contemplates his thoughts. “It’s hard for me to let go of what happened, forget the past and trust what I feel when I’m with you. I can’t relive the pain I experienced; it almost broke me.” On a sigh, he continues. “When I’m with you, Charlie, I forget about everything. I forget about Abby and what happened. I feel alive again.”

      I wish I knew how to help him. “I’m not Abby.” My voice wavers when I say it. “What happened to her isn’t going to happen with me.” Longing to touch him, I gently stroke down his cheek, running my thumb along his full bottom lip.

      “You deserve to be happy, Colin.”

      He winces. “I need to learn how to count on someone again; I haven’t allowed myself the opportunity to get close to anyone in a very long time. It’s not something I ever thought I would willingly do. It’s easier not to feel than to risk feeling pain at the level to which I was injured with Abby.”

      “I’m not the woman you fell in love with ten years ago. My future is not tied to Abby, just as my past is different from hers. Maybe it’s time to take a leap of faith. Believe in me.” I sound desperate even to my own ears. For an inexplicable reason, I need him to believe in me.

      He remains silent, considering my words for a long moment. “Remember what you said to me?” I have his attention now; his brow furrows in question. “You told me you could offer me one moment, one day at a time. Well, I want tonight. Will you give me tonight, Colin? All night?”

      He sits up, his chest an inch from my breasts. Digging his fingers into my hair, he holds me still, his thumb rubbing over my bottom lip. Our eyes remain connected as he answers me with a sweet kiss. I lean in, parting my mouth to accept his tongue. Falling back to the bed, he takes me with him, covering his body with mine in a blanket of heat.

      

      CONSCIOUS THOUGHT INVADES MY dream and brings the morning with it. Colin’s breath warms my ear. His head is tucked into the crook of my neck, as if he fell asleep kissing me. The blanket is pushed below my waist by his arm lying across my stomach. Closing my eyes, thoughts of the night flood in and flames burn my cheeks. His mouth tasted every part of me. He gave me everything and more than I thought possible.

      I still don’t quite understand why this breathtaking, gorgeous man wants to be with me, but at this very moment I’ve decided not to care. If we can manage to be together privately then my past won’t interfere with his future and we can love through the night and work professionally in the day. A frown mars my perfect morning as thoughts drift to the reality of that possibility. The reality is I’m no good for him. I’ve gotten lost in all of Colin’s complications and forgotten my own. So what if he learns to trust me, when I’m keeping the secret of a lifetime? I could destroy him and his long-sought position. I can’t lose sight of that again.

      One day at a time, Charlie, I repeat my mantra. If I have to I’ll leave to save him. I won’t be the reason he isn’t elected president.  

      Muted light filters in through the window, so I’m unable to gauge the time. I slide out of bed, slipping his discarded shirt around my shoulders as I cross the room to push back the curtain. Holy cow, it’s still snowing. Now it’s falling at a forty-five degree angle, heavy sheets of winter white marring visibility. The streets are empty, the city brought to heel by a blizzard.

      Warm arms slide around my stomach, pulling me into a wall of muscle. And good morning to you too, Mr. McKenna. I smile as he leans in, kissing my neck while my hands smooth over the bare skin of his hips. Oh, I like naked Colin.

      “Mmm,” I murmur, rolling my head to his shoulder to open myself to his lips and teeth. It’s so nice to wake up with him. Who am I kidding? It was so nice to spend the night with him. I giggle as he turns me around.

      “Something funny?” he asks, his right brow lifting.

      “I was just thinking about last night,” I say, my smile faltering as his eyes darken.

      Crap, did I wound his ego? “Last night was funny?” He pushes his growing erection in to my abdomen.

      “No, I would never….” I can’t think, let alone form words, when he does it again.

      “I’ll show you just how funny I can be.”

      And he does, twice. Once on the desk and then bent over the back of the couch. For the love of all that’s holy, the man has stamina and mad skills.

      Still breathing heavy with his chest to my back, he says, “Jesus, Charlie. You make me crazy….” Kissing across my shoulders in a pattern known only to him, he grips my hips. I moan as he rocks into me and mumbles something about starting the day.

      He slips free and I immediately miss the fullness, but he tugs me up and leads me into a huge bath with three showerheads. The water runs to hot before he pulls me in behind him.

      “Wash my back?” His smile is sweet as he offers me the soap and turns to grab the shampoo.

      “With pleasure, Senator.” As he starts on his hair, I lean on my tiptoes to kiss his shoulder, resting my cheek there as the spray cascades over us. It’s amazing how my life has changed in one week. I’m strong and sexy and happy. Happier than I’d ever thought possible. I smile and wrap my arms around his waist, squeezing.

      I don’t know when he finds time to work out, but his body is proof he does. Releasing him, I wash the round and defined muscles on his shoulders and then around to the hard expanse of his chest. When I rub his nipples, he growls and I smile. I spend more time than necessary washing his hips and the sleek planes of his ass, just because I can.

      “Like what you see, baby?” He chuckles while I keep washing.

      “Mmhmm,” I murmur. To stop his laughter, I reach around to his abdomen and sink further down. His head tips back on a sharp inhale as my fingers run over his length and down between his legs. I don’t tease him for long, falling to my knees to wash his legs.

      Standing when I’m done, I murmur, “Mission accomplished,” into his skin and hug him tight. Colin turns. I reach for his hair and pull him down for a kiss.

      As he begins to break away, a last-minute decision has me jumping up and wrapping my legs around his waist. He laughs into my mouth and grips my butt to hold me so I don’t fall. I smile too, kissing him again and then his chin, moving to his rough cheek.

      “Do you really have to go?” I pretend pout, my bottom lip pushing out like he does sometimes.

      He leans in and takes it between his teeth. “I do, for a little while this morning to meet with John and Evan. The weather has changed our plans so we need to get our schedule adjusted.” He pinches my ass. “Then I’ll come back to keep you company.”

      Knowing I’ve been defeated and he’s going to leave, I hold on and drop my legs. “Come back soon,” I whisper in his ear.

      “You can be sure of it, baby. I’ll order breakfast while you finish up.” He kisses me on the lips and I pout, for real this time, when he gets out of the shower. I watch through the glass door as he towels off, first his hair, rubbing it with both hands, and then his body. Everywhere I touched, the lucky cotton does the same. If he could see my eyes now, they’d be pathetic pools of envy. Damn towel.

      When the show’s over, I find renewed vigor to join him. Hair shampooed and conditioned, and body washed, I rush to dress. Because I’ll be alone for most of the day I wear just my panties, a long sweater, and the moisturizer smoothing my legs into a high shine.

      Colin’s on the couch, laptop open in front of him on the coffee table and phone to his ear. He’s casual in a pair of jeans, with a white T-shirt molded to his chest. I try not to get lost in the visual stimulant that is Colin McKenna, moving to the fresh coffee brewing nearby.

      He tracks my progress and I smile as he does. It’s invigorating to know he finds my body attractive. I’ve never thought of it as sexy, and I love that he does.

      Pouring two cups, I deliver one to him. There is a certain amount of sweet contentment in his eyes, yet they always house the slightest hint of sadness as if he’s never quite whole. I wonder about this; is it because of Abby? The baby? Just as I’m about to sit with my coffee, a knock sounds at the door. I jump to open it.

      “Charlie!” he says, as if in warning.

      I expect room service, yet Ella Montgomery’s hostile gaze greets me instead. She looks over my wet hair and her lip curves in a snarl as she meets the end of my sweater and the beginning of my bare legs.
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      OU THINK YOU’RE special, don’t you?” Ella spews in her hateful tone. “Don’t fool yourself; you’re no different than any of the others. I told you to stay away from him; obviously you’re not a very good listener.” Taking another glance at my body, she seethes. “You’ll never be able to hold him; even you have to know that. Look at him and look at you.” She chuckles under her breath. “You’re nothing. Absolutely nothing. ”

      “That’s enough.” Colin’s voice is rough as he cuts Ella with a biting glare. He softens when he finds my eyes, trying to end his call. I glance away when John Montgomery follows his daughter in. Holy shit, I didn’t know breakfast was for four. Humiliation paints me pink. I feel it burn up my chest as I stand half dressed in front of the two people in the world who find me repulsive.

      “Excuse me,” I mutter, and stumble toward the bedroom. Closing the door behind me, I pay little attention to the muted voices on the other side. Staring wide-eyed, I let the floor blur as I wait for the commotion to quell and consider what to do. Should I get dressed and return? No thanks; I’ll save myself from that bit of torture.

      How quickly my light mood crashes around me. I absently rub my palm where the sliver from the coffee mug sliced through. Colin’s world is so complex and mine is not. I once told him I like simple things: beer and baseball games. His life is filled with wine, tuxedos, and the people who go along with them.

      “Charlie?” He hesitates at the threshold of the room.

      I stay still as he sits next to me on the bed. Taking my chin in hand, he lifts it so I have to make eye contact.

      “Don’t worry about Ella. She’s not used to seeing me with someone.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me they were coming here?” I whisper.

      “I didn’t know they were. I only knew it couldn’t be room service because I had just placed the call.”

      “I’m embarrassed.” My voice trembles. “I don’t want them to hate me and I can’t understand why they do.”

      He sighs. “They don’t hate you. John and Ella don’t understand why I’m with you.”

      “Isn’t it the same thing?” I ask incredulously.

      “No, it’s not. For their own reasons they’re unwilling to allow me to move past Abby.”

      “I don’t think that’s it,” I interrupt. “They don’t want you to move past Abby with me. If they approved of who you were with they would support you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      My anger is tipped. I rip my hand from his and walk to the other side of the room. “Yes, it is, Colin; don’t lie to yourself. You can’t tell me if you were fucking Ella she wouldn’t be shouting it out to the nearest newspaper, publishing it on your website. Ella soon-to-be McKenna would be flashing in neon lights.”

      His brow furrows with his own anger, but I’m not sure if it’s aimed at me, or the accuracy of my words. He knows it’s the truth. Standing, he moves before me, grabbing my chin once again. “I’m not with Ella.”

      “Were you ever with her?”

      He pauses and I know it’s true. My heart sinks before he confirms my fear.

      “Just once and it was a mistake.” His voice is low, as if he wishes he could take it back; the confirmation or the act itself, I don’t know.

      “When?”

      “Just after Abby died. I regretted it the minute it happened. I was in a very bad place.”

      “Do you want her now?” I choke out the question.

      “God no, Charlie. I have no desire to be with her.”

      There is a certain amount of relief from his words, yet I know she wants him and it’s why she hates me. I have him now and she does not. “Tell that to her,” I bite out. “I don’t expect warm and fuzzy, but I do expect civility.”

      I can’t compete with women like Ella Montgomery; she was right about that. Colin once told me he has little to offer, which I would dispute at every turn. On the flip side, the truth is I don’t offer him anything other than a secret mistress only a select few will ever be aware of.

      My eyes connect with his; worry laces his brow and it makes my anger subside. “I’m not afraid to have this conversation with her; I just want to have pants on when I do it.”

      He chuckles, leaning down to kiss me. “I’ll take care of Ella and John. Keep your pants off, baby; I like you just the way you are.”

      I only hesitate a second, his mouth is too tempting to fall victim to my wallowing. Just as we dive into each other, there’s another knock on the door.

      “Breakfast,” he mumbles against my lips. With a brush of his mouth to mine, he leaves me wishing for something more.

      

      HOURS PASS AND SNOW falls, taking my optimism with it. With Colin gone, I’ve written my blog piece, updated the schedule from information Evan sent via email thirty minutes ago. Pictures followed. Working at the desk reminds me of Colin and more often than not, my eyes stray to the blinding white light pouring through the window to think about the current state of affairs. My vision blurs as do the lines defining what this is. For me, not him.

      Separation and boundaries are harder than I thought. Colin has more experience, a wealth of knowledge to help him separate real feelings from sex, not a relationship, fucking, not love and maybe not even friendship. A strange state of intimacy and a new vulnerability is confusing me. I want to belong. To him? Not possible. But with his people, in the world he lives in. Maybe. I’m familiar with insecurity and staring from the outside in. Foster care does that. A quick succession of families and as many schools didn’t grow attachments, it drove me into myself until I was the definition of introvert. I existed.

      Each year post adoption, I found more of myself and bit by bit put the pieces of Charlie Carter together. Although I still like to watch and assess, I’m involved, maybe not bursting with happiness, but content as I step through life. I don’t open doors to anger like I did this morning. My well-thought-out and planned adult path has become a roller coaster, a thrilling ride I’ve enjoyed. But now I’ve hit the slow crank as I near the peak of a steep climb, one minute notches into the next and I’m afraid of the downhill slide I’m about to take.

      Ella hates me. So does John for that matter. A veritable fountain of animosity oozes off them with every interaction. The question gnawing at me is why do I care? It’s important for Colin to respect me, casual or not, but the family he used to belong to shouldn’t affect me. Yet the message his former sister-in-law spouted is hard to part with: you’re no different than any of the others.

      As one of or the most eligible bachelors in the United States, Colin is a wanted man. Women desire him, including me. I’ve joined the ranks of Ella and Raquel Meyers. Both of whom want him back. When he walks away will I? Months from now I’ll be relegated to Michigan with a loaded bank account and memories. Because she’s right, I’m the latest in the lion’s food chain with many more meals to come.

      I mull on that as the sky unloads its own burden.

      Moments pass as an ache takes up space in my chest. I don’t belong here. Nothing but a deep craving to fill up my thoughts with something other than the truth moves my fingers to type Facebook in the waiting search engine. When it opens, I flip through the long list of comments on Colin’s page. Most are positive and the others pose questions about campaign stops. I work on answers and updates and then notice a message in the inbox which is strange because I thought I’d disabled the option to do so. The internet connection slips and it takes a minute for the mail to pop up. An unknown sender, Sara Abbott, presents a simple statement.

      

      I know who you are and what you did.

      

      My heart thrums out of control just like my thoughts. Me or him? It’s Colin’s page but an account I created for him. And what could he have done? Mr. McPerfect is squeaky clean. Or is he? I don’t know much about the man who I lie next to at night. Only what he shares because true to my word I haven’t researched him. I’ve let him feed me information pertinent to his campaign, his beliefs, and the man behind the presidential persona. Colin wants me to know him for who he is, not what the media has created. I get that. Actions and words are interpreted by each person through their own filter and beliefs.

      I gulp down a lump and fight my hammering pulse screaming it’s me. The realization prickles at my nape. But more probably it’s an opponents’ supporter submitting a scare tactic. It may have worked. The once crisp edges of a simple sentence fade as I get lost in the fog of I don’t belong here. Time seems to cease, one moment blends to the next and a cold sweat breaks out on my forehead. It’s a familiar numbness.

      A crash in the hall snaps my eyes into focus. Voices, laughter, the giddiness of happy strangers snowed in, jars me awake. I click on Sara Abbott’s account and find it’s clearly a pseudonym, with no attached personal information. The account was created the same day the message was sent. I take a screen shot and then delete it from the page.

      Standing, I stagger my way into the bedroom, jamming my shoulder against the doorframe as I enter. A sharp breath scrapes my throat. The pain reverberates down my arm and I massage the sting away with my eyes closed. Behind my lids the gap between Colin and I grows wider. We’re on opposing teams, he the refined millionaire vying for the highest seat in political office. Intense, confident, brilliant and poised, Colin McKenna didn’t ask for my feelings to get involved. But they are, they’re winding up and around his legs in a vine of please let this be the more I’ve been waiting for. I recognize the clinging necessity, the desperate connection; it’s similar to when I found Ali but bigger. A deep tug that says this is exactly who I need.

      “Damn, damn, damn,” I cry to the empty room and sink to my knees.

      I open to find all of the clothes Colin stripped from me the night before strewn around my legs. The silk camisole slides through my fingers and images of last night spark in my mind like a slide show: dinner, falling snow flakes, his mouth, the color of brandy and the dark sky, his hands, his grip, my heart as it explodes when he makes me come. But more than anything, it’s the sick sense of completion I have whenever I’m with him. I laugh, a crazy brash snicker. So foolish, juvenile really, to have dreamed up this fairytale link with a man who told me we have no future together.

      But knowing it doesn’t stop me from grabbing his worn T-shirt from the floor. I shove it in my face like it’s the antidote to the poisonous apple the wicked sister-in-law tempted me with this morning. My eyelids flutter while gluttonous drags of air soothe me in sandalwood and Colin.

      I don’t want to go, but I don’t know how to stay.

      Not when I know this will end with me rocking in a corner as fifteen years of pent-up-tears rip my soul in two.

      “Charlie?”

      Fuck, my pulse explodes and a scream jams in my esophagus.

      “What—” Colin crouches to bring us eye to eye. His brow crumples as he takes me in, panting from his sneak attack with his shirt pressed to my nose. “Are you okay?”

      I blink away his worry and drop my chin, smothering myself in white cotton and hoping he gives me a moment to formulate a response.

      Tension seeps into the silence and grows each second until he demands, “Talk to me.”

      God, this is hard. And so is his face, when I peek from behind my shield: rigid lines of muscle tense as he grinds his jaw. “I don’t belong here,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head, as if this is a surprise. “Why would you think that?” 

      “We come from different worlds. You’re Ivy League, and I’m bowling league. I can’t compete with women like Ella or Raquel.” Pushing to my feet, I leave the piece of him behind and step to the far side of the room. Distance, it’s what I need to think and purge the impulse to throw myself at him and hold on for the rest of my life. “I’m not strong enough to do this, be with you without caring, to give you my nights but not my heart. I thought I could.” My voice quivers as emotion closes in, tears are not too far behind the runaway thump battering my ribcage. “But I was wrong.”

      He stands. A million miles could be between us but I would feel the weight of his stare, determined, verging on dangerous as he stalks forward. My head tips back as my hands come up to stop him a foot away.

      “If I stay I’ll get hurt, and so will you. I can’t take that chance,” I whisper.

      Pain slices across his features before his mask falls into place and I want to take it back, press rewind and rework the words. “You believe I’ll hurt you?” Incredulity clouds his tone.

      My shoulders slump. “Not on purpose, no, but Colin,” I reach for his hand and it’s a bad idea. The strength in his fingers, the soothing heat as he wraps them through mine is as natural as the sun rising, weakens my message. “This morning with Ella, I realized I will always be the woman hiding in the bedroom you have to explain away to someone who’s been in your life forever, the people who belong there. I don’t. I’m a girl from Michigan playing mistress with a powerful man. I don’t have the confidence needed to survive in your world and not be broken when it’s time for me to leave it.”

      “Do you trust me, Charlie?”

      My skin tingles all over. “You know I do.”

      He crowds into me, wrapping my trapped hand behind my back and bringing us hip to hip. Enveloped by his heat, and all things Colin, I sigh and relax into his embrace. “I want less Ivy League in my life.” He tries to smile, but the curve of his mouth falls before it reaches anywhere but sadness. “I don’t want to lose you. Give me time, I’ll try.” He licks his bottom lip and then he tugs on it with his teeth. “I’m not perfect, baby, and God knows I’ve already hurt you. But I’m willing to put the effort in to make this work. Thoughts of you rise to the top of the thousands of things I have left to do. You’re important to me.”

      Crap, my knees weaken. I wiggle my hand free and then wrap them both around his neck. He tries on a grin and it breaks into a small dimple that vanishes as his grip tightens on my waist. “You asked me last night to take a leap of faith, and today I’m asking for you to do the same. Give us time.”

      Emotion wells in my eyes and a hot tear bubbles over and slides down my cheek. He groans and catches it with his mouth before it can fall free. And then he kisses my jaw, lips, nose, and finally he breathes against my forehead, “We’ll find a way.”

      “Oh, Colin.” I tilt back so he can find my mouth and he does, scorching me with the intensity in his kiss.

      Damn it. It’s too late for second thoughts. Right or wrong, I want to be with him more than anything in this world. I only hope I’m not proven a fool because of it.
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      HE LAST THREE MONTHS are a wash of hard work and sex. I giggle. What a terrible introduction to my current article. No truer statement has ever been made, but the American people don’t need to know how my thighs ache or that I can’t stop smiling. Colin outdid himself last night. I fan myself thinking about his masterful mouth. And the same man who makes me scream all night long is well on his way to becoming president of the United States.

      My favorite thing is when we’re just Colin and Charlie. Whatever state we’re in, he finds something special for us to do, a quiet dinner at an out-of-the-way restaurant, or a walk in a park, or sneaking off to the show and making out in the back row.

      I set my laptop down as he moves into the main cabin of the plane. I’ve seen and touched the naked contours of his entire body, and his elegance still catches me off guard. He’s obscenely attractive. My heart beats double time as a smile spreads into a dimple on his cheek.

      Seconds later, he pulls me up and onto his lap as he sits on the couch. I’ve separated myself from Colin completely when we attend events. If he’s on one side of the room, I’m on the other and I only look at him through the lens of my camera. It’s my only hope to keep our relationship, whatever it is, away from public scrutiny. One glance at my doe eyes and the media will latch on to our flaming-hot affair.

      Tonight is different. The Kellys, friends from Notre Dame, have invited family and his closest supporters to their restaurant for a benefit in Colin’s honor. His mother and father have flown in to see him—that makes me nervous. But I’ve no time to think about them as he cops a feel through my thin sweater.

      “Behave.”

      He throws up his hands. “Not doing a thing.”

      “I know what you’re doing, Mr. McKenna, and I’m very nicely asking you to behave yourself.”

      “Or what? Will you punish me?” The devilish smirk is in place and I want to nip it from his lips. And why can’t I?

      I laugh and look around. Evan is dozing in a far seat, eyes closed, and the Montgomerys are hidden in the conference room. I latch on to Colin’s hair and pull his mouth to mine. He takes over and I take in his tongue and then his groan. Deep, long, and too much for our current location, I ease away and suck on his bottom lip.

      But he’s not done. I’m flat on my back with his hand palming my breast. Even through the sweater and bra my nipple springs forward. I hold back a cry when he pinches it, knowing we’re not far from being caught. At the same time, I want him to ease the need growing between my thighs.

      Reason checks in and I push against his chest. “I’m sorry, please,” I beg.

      “For what?”

      “Sorry I got you going.”

      He smiles. “It doesn’t take much with you, Charlie.”

      Touching his cheek, I repeat my earlier missive. “Behave.”

      “Yes, miss.” He sits up and takes me with him. “How may I help you?”

      “I’d like to go shopping for a new dress when we land.”

      “Charlie, you could wear a potato sack and be the most beautiful person in the room.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You really have no idea how gorgeous you are, do you?” Shaking his head when I don’t respond, he says, “You’re a stunning, beautiful woman.” He pauses as if time will form the connection between his words and my brain.

      “Your skin is creamy, translucent perfection.” Running his fingers down my cheek, he travels along my throat to the open V-neck of my sweater.

      My breath hitches.

      “Your body is a tantalizing plane of dips and valleys, tormenting even the saintliest of men.” His voice is hot, his stare hotter as his hand roams over the curve of my breast, blazing over my stomach, hips, and finally my thigh.

      “And if all of that wasn’t enough, your face is exquisite. Full, pouting lips.” He groans and closes his eyes while he says this, opening them again to continue. “I love to kiss those lips, suck and bite them.”

      Oh, my dear Lord, I’m going to combust; he is so unexpected.

      “Your decadent almond eyes are the color of the Emerald Isle on a bright, clear day. Men would cross oceans to be with you; I would cross continents and swim raging seas to be with you.” He kisses me, light, teasing with his tongue.

      “That was the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me,” I whisper.

      “It’s the truth, baby.”

      We’re interrupted by the captain announcing our approach. Colin stands and then helps me to my feet. Dropping down into the recliner, I slip my seat belt in place. Then our fingers link across the span of the chairs, and he studies me from where he sits.

      I close my eyes as the jet’s engines rev for landing. The pull of the plane slows and my stomach sinks as we do. How is it possible for us to end with a happily ever after?

      

      I STARE AT THE reflection in the mirror, mollified by the person before me. My hair was a willing partner and it falls in Veronica Lake waves down one side of my face. A thick coat of mascara to go along with the dramatic brush of black eyeliner, and I’m a verified fifties bombshell.

      With barely there cap sleeves and an open oval neck, my dress is reminiscent of the era too. It plunges in the back to a deep V, ending at the curve of my waist. What makes it unexpected is the black leather. It skims my curves in a pencil skirt ending just above my knees.

      Colin did more than have a car ready to escort me to a boutique. He sent me to a spa where I was pampered and fussed over for hours. Now, a limo is waiting to take me to the fundraiser, where I’ll meet him and his parents and a slew of his friends.

      “Ms. Carter?” As I grab my clutch, a knock sounds on the door to my dressing room.

      “Yes?” I open to find Rebecca, the owner, who saw me through my indulgent day. She hands over a bag.

      “This is the last surprise,” she says. “Your driver is ready whenever you are. Enjoy your night.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper, and peek in the sack.

      Inside is a small gift, a card tucked in next to it. I rip it open.

       

      Dearest Charlie,

      You are incomparable, unparalleled in beauty and honesty.

      When I’m with you I leave aside my doubts and mistrust.

      Don’t ever leave.

      Colin

      Honesty. My heart thumps in my throat, a hard uncomfortable beat. He wants me to stay, of that I’m sure; but as what, as we are now? There’s no mistaking the red box and gold scrollwork. Cartier. I pop the lid and gasp. The cuff is a panther, the head and body of which are completely encrusted in diamonds. Holy wow.

      It’s gorgeous and confusing at the same time. The day-to-day aspect of our relationship blurred for me months ago, but he never set new boundaries, never said his feelings had changed or grown. Behind closed doors we’re closer than ever, but in public we remain separated. Maybe he’s rewarding me for it. Damn, that thought burns a hole in my stomach. I don’t want to be his paid-to-be-silent mistress, but I slip the bracelet on my wrist because he obviously wants me to wear it tonight. Tomorrow we’ll talk about what all of this means.

      

      STANDING AT THE ENTRANCE to the restaurant, I’m drawn to Colin. Everyone else falls into shadow. He’s standing, turned toward the door as if in wait for me. The McKennas are more relaxed, sitting before him in two plush chairs. One of his hands is in the pocket of his black slacks, white shirt tucked in with a belt wrapped around his waist. A silk magenta tie is pinned in place. He’s perfect.

      My chin falls to my chest and I take a deep breath, focusing on my nude stilettoes. When I finally look his way again, his casual stance has changed. His eyes are no longer light, but deep and smoldering as he drinks me in. My body responds, and I squeeze my thighs together to alleviate the twinge. And then I’m immobilized. Barely breathing, I watch this lithe, outrageously sexy man move my way, still in disbelief that his hunger is for me.

      Colin very deliberately, very slowly studies every inch of my body. My heart thuds when his gaze stumbles and sticks on the bracelet.

      Finally he’s here, holding out his hand to steady me as I take the three steps to enter the bar. He brushes a sweet kiss against my knuckles, in direct opposition to the heat radiating out of his eyes. There is nothing sweet about this look.

      “Charlie,” he whispers.

      “Colin.”

      “You are absolutely stunning.” He leans in; I think he’s going to kiss me but instead he whispers in my ear, “You have no idea how badly I want to be that dress right now, cupping your breasts, stroking every inch of your satin skin. I will have you tonight, take you for the torture you’ll inflict upon me for the next six hours.” His lips glance over my cheek as he pulls away.

      I stare, unmoving.

      “I promise you.”

      Yes, please. I like his threats and I like his promises even more.

      “Come, I want to introduce you to my parents.”

      I tug against his hand before he can move me from the spot, his brow rising at my delay.

      “Thank you for the bracelet, but—” His finger hovers over my mouth before I can continue.

      “Don’t. I’m not very good with words or expressing myself.”

      “That’s not true; you do it every day.”

      A sad smile pulls at the side of his mouth. “That’s in a different context. With you….” He stumbles for words, in effect making his point. “I want you to know you’re different, special to me in a way I can’t articulate. Please accept my gift and know I want it to be yours, more than any other.” I tilt my head in confusion. He wants me to have it more than any other?

      He brushes his lips against mine. I wish we were alone to talk—who am I kidding—so I can have him now.

      “Later, baby. I promise.” Oh Lord, his look and his promises have my pulse sprinting and my groin aching.

      “Come.” I stumble behind him as he leads us the short distance to his parents. When we arrive, he pulls me over to his side in the same spot he stood moments before. His hand rests on my waist, leaving mine open to greet his parents but as I wait for introductions their focus is on his fingers kneading my hip. I blush, and consider moving away, but his touch stifles my nerves.

      The McKennas stand, his dad an elder version of Colin with bright blue irises, tall and handsome.

      “Charlie, meet my father, Michael, and my mother, Colleen.” Her hazel eyes flare, struck by something I’m not aware of. She grins, but it’s tentative as she tries to inconspicuously glance over my hair and dress. When she spots the diamonds dancing on my wrist, she can’t quite hide her gasp.

      I bite back a question that would appease my curiosity and instead say, “I’m pleased to finally meet you after all Colin has shared with me.” He smiles, hanging his head as if embarrassed, but I can’t figure out what it might be from. I force my gaze back to his dumbstruck parents. 

      Colleen is the first to snap out of her stupor. “Charlie, it’s wonderful to meet you as well; although I’m afraid we’re at a disadvantage. Colin has kept you a well-hidden secret.” She glares in his direction.

      “I was keeping her to myself, Mom.”

      And with that, he orders a round of drinks from the passing waitress and then motions for me to sit next to him on the settee opposite his parents. I’m surprised when he pulls my hand onto his leg, rubbing my knuckles with his thumb. Apparently tonight I’m not going to be a well-hidden secret. I slide closer, drawn into him as I squeeze his thigh. Colin is my favorite place; wherever life takes him is where I want to be. It’s a stunning realization. One day at a time is impossible to manage. I swallow the lump in my throat. 

      “Charlie,” Michael says, pulling my attention away from my thoughts. “Since Colin has kept us in the dark, you’ll have to help us catch up. How did you two meet?”

      We talk over cocktails. Colleen and Michael McKenna live in a suburb outside of Boston and have only a hint of the telltale accent, something completely missing from Colin’s dialect. They’re proud of their children. Ryanne, their younger daughter, lives nearby. Over the course of our drink, more guests arrive and the restaurant and bar begin to fill.

      Just as we stand and the McKennas excuse themselves to mingle, a booming greeting jars the steady hum of voices. Colin laughs.

      “There he is!” I swing around to find the man causing the ruckus. He’s ginormous. A burly lumberjack stuffed into a suit, he grabs Colin by the arms and then swallows him in a hug. As they slap backs, the man glances in my direction and his eyes narrow to slits. A ripple of anxiety runs down my spine as Colin introduces me.

      “Charlie Carter, you say?” The giant looks to Evan, who pops into our small circle.

      “She’s the magician working on our social media campaign,” he says with an easy smile. “It’s a huge success.”

      “Huh,” the lumberjack says while staring at my hair so long I run my hand down the waves to make sure it’s not sticking straight up. “Well, then. If you like her, I like her. Blake Kelly,” he says, holding out a hand. Mine is lost in the warm mitt for a second.

      “Don’t let him intimidate you, Charlie,” Evan says before sipping from a glass of Champagne. “He’s more teddy bear than ogre when you get to know him.”

      “Watch your tongue. Who saved your ass on campus more times than I can count? How about when you slept with Dean Harker’s girl? That man wanted blood.”

      “They broke up,” Evan qualifies.

      “Two days before you had her in your backseat.”

      I’m distracted from Evan’s response when a beautiful raven-haired woman steps to Blake’s side. She doesn’t stay put for long, reaching for Colin to place a kiss on his cheek.

      “It’s so good to see you.” Her voice is melodic with a hint of an Irish accent. She glances at me, tilting her head as she rakes over my face with her clear gray-blue gaze. Her perusal isn’t unkind; it’s thoughtful and curious enough to prickle at my nape.

      Finally, she smiles and looks away. “Colin,” she says, “your future is bright indeed.” I wonder if her eyes flick toward me for the shortest of seconds.

      As strange as I find her comment, it stiffens his shoulders. To ease us through the moment I blurt out the obvious. “You’re from Ireland?”

      Carla smiles. “Yes, long ago. Blake couldn’t live without me, so he stole me away to the States. And how did Colin find you?”

      My brow sinks. “I don’t know that he found me. He asked me to work for him and I agreed.”

      She looks to Colin with another question and I think he shakes his head as if to drop the topic.

      I’m stuck in a state of what just happened here when a booming laugh interrupts Colin’s glare. A second lumberjack walks in. But this one is red-faced and his ruddy hair is anything but flat. Draping an arm around Colin and Evan from behind, he smacks a kiss on each of their cheeks. A laugh bursts out of my throat before I can stop it and he turns his attention to me.

      “Well, now, who is this wee lassie ye brought with ye?” he says, getting closer to me with each word.

      Colin growls, “Aiden.”

      But he disregards the tone and takes a quick look up and down my dress, a slow whistle resounding as he does.

      “Well now, Colin, looks like ye found yerself a fine bitta fluff.” Aiden grins, holding his hand out. I take it and he squeezes, surprising me as he leans in to kiss first my right cheek and then my left.

      “That’s enough.”

      “Oh now, don’t get yer feathers in a bunch, Senator. I was only sayin’ hello to your fine-lookin’ woman.”

      Blake takes him by the back of the neck and smiles. “Play nice, brother.”

      Aiden’s grimace speaks to the tightness of the grip. “I was just having some fun.”

      “Well, you can do it with someone else or Colin may flay you before dinner.” Blake winks at me. “We’ll see you shortly,” he says and drags Aiden away. Carla waves and follows as they slide into a group who, based on their towering height, could only be more Kelly’s.

      Colin gathers me into his side as a young waiter approaches with Champagne. He takes a glass for me first, grabbing a second for himself. Evan stares across the room and my gaze follows.

      The restaurant is huge and open. Windows line an entire wall that looks out to an open field. A soft glow spreads across the room as paper lanterns hang from the rafters and candles flick feverishly on top of each table.

      But based on the sour look on Evan’s face, I don’t think he is appreciating the ambiance. “I see Alex Miller weaseled an invite out of Aiden,” he says.

      Colin whips his gaze in the same direction. The muscles in his neck flex as the hand on my hip pulls me closer.

      “At least you know the Kellys have no id—”

      “Isn’t that Samantha Billings?” Colin asks, drawing Evan’s attention to a leggy blonde across the room.

      Evan sighs. “I think you might be right. Excuse me.” He tips his head in my direction.

      My thoughts are jumbled. The McKennas, the Kellys, their reactions, the bracelet and Colin’s note, it all hurts my head. I’m thankful when Colin is distracted by more visitors and he gets into a discussion about addressing natural disasters.

      “Excuse me,” I say and then whisper in his ear, “Ladies’ room.”

      He tightens his grip for a second before letting me go. It’s a quick trip and more about space than anything else, but when I return the room is so full I can’t find Colin. And I think that’s probably a good thing. I mingle on the outer edge of the restaurant, watching men and women exchange animated greetings, and circle to the bar for a drink. So many people stare as if they know me. Hesitant smiles, hands lifted in half waves, and I feel like I’m in the twilight zone.  

      As I edge up to the bar, the man Evan referenced earlier appears by my side. He’s cute, but it’s his honey-colored eyes that make him interesting.

      “Hi.” He holds out a hand that I shake. “Alex Miller.” 

      “Charlie Carter.”

      “Have we met before?” he asks. “You look so familiar; I just can’t place you.”

      “No.” I smile, because at least he’s asking and not gawking like half of the people here. “I don’t think we have. I’m new to the group.”

      “Yeah? Well, you look like you belong just fine.”

      “Thanks,” I say, and then order a drink from the waiting bartender. “How do you know the Kellys?”

      “From Notre Dame.”

      “Oh, then you’re friends with Colin too?”

      He hesitates for the slightest second. “Yes, Evan as well.”

      “It’s nice of you to show your support.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” With his drink in hand, halfway to his mouth, he scans the room. “So you’re a Colin McKenna enthusiast?”

      I almost choke on my drink. “Uh, yes. McKenna for president.” I laugh and pump my fist.

      He smiles behind his glass. “And you, how did you come to know Colin?”

      My heart skips a beat. “I… um, I work with him on the campaign.”

      He nods, contemplating my answer. But I know he doesn’t buy it when he looks at me through his lashes, flashing his eyes over my chest and hair. “I assumed the two of you were together when I saw you with him earlier.”

      “Oh, I….” I don’t know what to say. It’s the first time I’ve been asked to explain our relationship and I’m at a loss for words. Uncomfortable with the topic, I decide to bail. “Would you excuse me, please?”

      Not waiting for a reply, I flee from the unpleasant feeling of not knowing where I stand. Colin was very clear he can’t offer me more than one day at a time, yet today he presents me with an expensive gift, introduces me to his parents, and is displaying affection in public. All these things are in complete opposition to our agreement, and right now none of it makes any sense to me.

      In my haste to escape from Alex Miller, I’ve run into Colin. He’s entangled with a stunning brunette. Her arms squeeze too tight, hold him for far too long to be just friends, and then her eyes deepen with appreciation as he pulls away. The sudden burst of jealousy proves to be another uncomfortable reaction.

      Our gaze connects just as I turn to leave. He grabs my hand, a gesture sure to confirm Alex Miller’s suspicions.

      Colin comes up with some excuse for his new girlfriend as to why he’s got to leave with me, and then tugs me behind him, through bodies and down a long hall. Once we’re tucked away in Blake’s vacant office, he turns to face me with guarded eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, everything’s fine,” I try for believability with a fake smile.

      “Charlie, I know you well enough to discern when you’re upset, and I can tell you are now. I’ll ask once more, what’s wrong?” When I hesitate, he snaps, “Tell me,” and my temper flares.

      “I don’t know how to explain to people why I’m here and who I am to you. It’s confusing. I’ve tried to say I’m a part of the campaign, but it’s not believable when I can’t take my eyes or my hands off you.” I hold up our entwined fingers as evidence of the problem.

      “Don’t complicate it. Just be honest.”

      “Sure, great. Problem solved. I’ll tell everyone I’m fucking their presidential hopeful. That should go over well.”

      “Why would you say that? It demeans what’s between us.”

      “What?” I’m flabbergasted. “Isn’t it the truth, Colin?” I wait for him to acknowledge it and when he doesn’t, I continue. “You know it is. We were clear with each other when this began: we’re day to day. If I recall, you said there is no future with me. So I’m not speaking out of context when I say it’s hard to explain to your family and friends I’m a temporary fuck buddy.” 

      I yank my hand from his and turn to walk away. He grabs me before I can leave, pulling me around so our faces are inches apart. “Charlie, I don’t know what brought this on, but right now, right here is not the time nor place to have this conversation.” His tone holds an ounce of condescension I don’t appreciate. “Given we’re at a fundraiser with my family and friends, this can wait for a more appropriate time.”

      “If you don’t want to know how I feel then don’t ask the question,” I hiss.

      “For the love of God, what do you want from me? I’m in the middle of a campaign. I can’t do this, it’s not what I want—” He stops to run fingers through his hair.

      My heart explodes. But I nod and step back, because out of everything that’s happened today, that makes the most sense. I repeat it so we’re clear. “You don’t want me.”
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      HARLIE, NO.” COLIN SHAKES his head. “No, that’s absolutely not what I said. I need you.” He tries to draw me in, but I stand my ground. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I’ve been honest with you. What do you want me to say?” He fumbles and my frustration returns full force.

      “Nothing,” I seethe. “I don’t want anything from you.” As I say it I know it’s not true. If I was honest with him and with myself I would tell him I want his heart, not his goddamn diamond bracelet. “I haven’t asked you for anything and certainly not this.” I hold up my wrist.

      His mouth parts, like he’s stupefied by the comment. “You don’t like it?”

      “I don’t understand it. It’s beautiful and very, very expensive. Why would you buy this for me?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”  

      “Because it’s an extravagant gift to buy a short-term mistress. It’s all very confusing; I can’t wrap my head around any of this.”

      “Charlie, please….” He struggles to explain himself, just as he did before. Resting his hands on my waist, he stares at me with so much vulnerability I crack just a little. “I want to give you something, a piece of me, if you will. It’s the only way I know how….”

      I have no heart to give. His words haunt me. Colin can’t give me anything but a fucking diamond bracelet and his body; days and months of starving affection lie ahead of me. My eyes well. For as long as I’m with him, this is what the future holds: gifts that will never fill the void, the longing for real affection growing with each passing night. His tender, gentle touch, sweet words, and romantic gestures are the closest I’ll ever come to having something more. This is the reality of our situation.

      For a moment I let him hold me, comforted by sandalwood and all things Colin. Eventually I lean away and place my finger over his lips to stop his heartache. “It’s nothing.”

      My fight is gone as quickly as it came; there’s nothing more to say. “I didn’t realize I would find it difficult to explain myself to others, that’s all. I’m not asking for anything more from you, Colin. I know your limits and for now it’s fine.”

      He cringes, licking his lips before saying, “I don’t want to lose you, Charlie.” We stare at each other for a moment, because I can’t promise him he won’t.

      “You’re right; this isn’t the time or the place for this conversation. I’m sorry I brought it up.” With my palm to his cheek, I force him to look at me. “I don’t want to ruin our night; you’ve been looking forward to this for a long time. Let’s go enjoy your friends.” I tug on his hand to move him away from this topic. I regret that the ease he held earlier is gone, replaced by his clenched jaw. “Please, let’s have fun.” I turn and pull him after me.

      It takes a while, but his mood seems to lighten and I force myself to relax for his sake. Our fingers remain entwined as he speaks to more people than I can keep track of. The odd stares are second nature by the time friends from college appear, insisting he reminisce and do it bellied up to the bar for old time’s sake. I wave him away, smiling.

      Alex Miller approaches as soon as he’s gone. “Charlie, I want to apologize. I think we got off on the wrong foot, and I’m hoping we can start over. I didn’t mean to imply or put you in a difficult position.”

      “No, not at all, Alex. I’m sorry I vanished. I just needed some air.”

      He nods. “If you ever need to talk….”

      Colleen and Michael find me then and Alex slips off without another word. Michael glares at his retreating figure.

      “Do you know him?” My question draws his attention.

      “Not well.”

      “But you don’t like him?”

      Colleen answers, “Alex was friends with the Montgomerys, Abby and Ella. There’s some history there that injured Colin. Because of it, we’re not fans.”

      “I was wondering about the Montgomerys; why aren’t they here?”

      “Most of Colin’s friends aren’t enthusiastic about that family, and neither are we. It would’ve been uncomfortable for everyone if they were here.” Her lips press together as if to keep herself from saying more. What is it about the Montgomerys no one wants me to know?

      I find Colin with his friends and smile. I love to see him happy. His eyes are drawn to mine, and even though they’re alight with mischief, a layer of uncertainty remains from our earlier conversation. It saddens me we haven’t moved past it. Raising my glass, I let him know I’m fine. His grin acknowledges me before he turns back to join the group.

      I swallowed the last sip of my gin and tonic and Michael offers to get refills, leaving me alone with Colleen. Seconds after he leaves, she says, “I’m so glad Colin has finally found you, Charlie,” she says. Caught off guard by the swing in topic, I can only nod.

      “I want him to enjoy life again, and he is with you. I haven’t seen him smile like this in a very long time.” Grabbing my hand in hers, she says, “I’m thrilled you’re together.”

      I don’t know what to say other than the truth. “I am too. He means a lot to me, Colleen.”

      She laughs. “That’s easy to see. You can’t look at the two of you without knowing you’re in love with him and he with you.”

      My pulse goes crazy. Love Colin?

      Slipping free from Colleen’s grip, I swallow down my angst and think about him—and it’s not a long stretch. I wake up thinking about him. He’s my obsession. We haven’t spent a night apart since New York and when he’s gone, my heart hurts. My groan is lost to the hum of the crowd. What I thought was a heavy dose of lust is more than infatuation.

      I love the damn man. My anger about the bracelet and with him earlier makes sense now. We’re at an impasse. He wants me to stay; there’s no doubt of that, yet his feelings haven’t changed.

      But I want the more to come now.

      More. It’s an enticing thought, and also problematic; my past is currently the biggest complication we face. I promised myself I would leave, protect him and his career from the truth. Has the time come?

      I look up to find him stalking toward me, slowly, watching intently. In seconds he stands inches away and he tips my chin. He’s truly a beautiful man. But beyond the chiseled godlike masterpiece of his face and body, he’s the real deal. Under the suit lies a sweet vulnerability that the world doesn’t see, but I do.  And I know now that I love him when he’s demanding and when he’s smooth, forceful and gentle. Looking into his eyes, green to blue, my heart shreds into pieces because the truth will destroy us. My truth will ruin the possibility of more with Colin.

      “Charlie,” he sighs, reaching for me. I fall into his chest and my nose meets his neck. Breathing sandalwood and him, I melt into his hard lines. “Don’t leave me.”

      His whispered words are a mirror of my thoughts.

      I might not have a choice.

      

      MIDNIGHT: THE END OF the day and the beginning of another, one more chance to get it right, to start over.

      In foster care I would sit up all night to protect myself. At midnight I’d pray the morning would bring something different. I never expected a happily-ever-after, but anything would have been a step up from hell.

      The large windows at the front of the brewery allow for an extraordinary view of the sparkling stars. Soft music resonates through the speaker system and lends to my somber mood. I tried to hide my thoughts through dinner, to enjoy Carla and Aiden, who made me laugh and forget reality for a little while. But now the party is over, the McKennas and a handful of Kellys are all that remain, and I’m stuck in what comes next. Truth or dare: confess or wait for it to be found.

      I sense Colin coming for me and I find him reflected in the glass. Hands stuffed in his pockets, he stands a few yards behind me. He hesitates, but then moves closer until his chest warms my back.

      “You’re faraway,” he whispers.

      Tears pool in my eyes as Etta James begins to sing about lonely days that are over. This song, the lyrics, they’re so close to the feelings I want to share with him but never will. Turning, I wrap my arms around his neck and sink my fingers into his silken hair. The world could watch us and I wouldn’t care. For these few minutes I’ll claim Colin as my own.

      It’s as if we’ve practiced this dance a hundred times before. I look him in the eye, his as dark as the midnight sky. He holds me close and we move, hip to hip, as I hum and sing about dreams come true. Yet no matter how hard I try, pretending is not enough. His gaze sticks to mine until I tuck myself into the crook of his neck and soothe my ravaged heart with his musk and the steady cadence of his pulse. The words are heavy in my heart and I wish life were different, that I was different and the past could stay buried. But it is what it is. As the song ends, I lean away and stretch to kiss him.

      “Let’s go home,” he murmurs into my mouth.

      I nod as we turn and start our thank-yous. His parent’s, Aiden—whose hug is seconds too long—Blake, and then Carla is my last good-bye.

      She looks at me as if she’s a gypsy, reading my future like a map in her hand. “You’ll figure it out, Charlie. Don’t let your worries interfere with your heart; let the heart lead and you will dance to the moon.”

      I don’t know how to respond to her impromptu tarot card reading and its chilling accuracy, so I hug her.

      “He cares about you. Don’t lose sight of that.”

      I know he does, but I’m not sure it’s enough. Not with the secret burning a hole in my chest. From restaurant to limo, it’s a silent ride home. Tension hums between us. Although I lean into his side, my body is stiff, unyielding, yet I want to melt into him and never leave. Colin endures my distance mile after mile and then on our way to our room. I can feel his anxiety pulse from him in waves in the elevator and down the hall. As soon as we’re behind the closed door of the suite, he grips my waist with one hand and my chin is between his forefinger and thumb of the other. Forcing eye contact, he growls out his demand. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      I don’t know how to explain this, and I’m not sure I want to. My fucking past is going to ruin this, ruin me again—he won’t want me if he knows the truth. Oh God, why did I agree to travel with him? I knew it was the wrong thing to do. I’m going to get hurt again; not by Colin, but because I love him and I’ll have to leave. There is no other way.

      One day at a time. The mantra begins in my head and plays on repeat. I love him today; I want him tonight. For what may be the last time, I throw myself at him, hands fisting in his hair as my lips crash against his. He groans when I slide my tongue in his mouth, forcing him to respond. Finding the zipper on my dress he tugs it down and in seconds I’m naked but for the scrap of black lace between my thighs and the garter clipped to my stockings. He breaks away, panting and hungry, as I step out of the leather pooled at my feet.

      Barely bound control punches off him as he reaches for my breast, a rough clench of his fingers, a soft palm to soothe, and my clit throbs a heavy, aching beat. Under the weight of his stare it becomes more insistent, but it’s not my pleasure I’m seeking—it’s his. I need to possess him, make him mine, so I unleash the woman who can tame his beast and rip the magenta tie from around his neck, tugging at his shirt so hard buttons ping off the wall and to the floor.

      Colin’s eyes flare. “Charlie,” he growls my name and it inflames me further.

      I palm his erection, rough swipes of my hand up and down through fine cotton. His lip curls and he takes my hair, tugging me up to his mouth as I work to release him. I jerk from his grip and fall to the floor, knees spread, tugging him free until he stands before me bare, his hard length jutting out from his perfect body.

      I take him in hand at the base and our eyes meet when I look up through my lashes.

      “Don’t hold back,” I whisper down his shaft. “I want to taste all of you.” Drawing my tongue from base to tip, I flick tiny sweeps of my tongue along his corded length and around the strained crown. I glance up to find storm clouds brewing in his eyes, pulling me into the raging depths of blue.

      “Put your mouth on me,” he grinds between his teeth, veins bulging in his neck. I kiss the tip, lapping at it with my tongue. “Now, Charlie,” he says, fisting both hands in my hair, “in your mouth.”

      His command does nothing more than soak my panties; greed is my motivator. I want him with a fierceness that scares me because it’s raw, and new, and more than casual.

      Hard, silky, slick, I take him in and suck. He groans. Closing his eyes, he thrusts and we find a swift pace that has the hair of his navel tickling my nose with each pass. My mouth and fingers act in tandem to prolong his pleasure.

      “Christ, you own me,” he grinds out as I take him to the back of my throat and swallow. He throws his head back and groans, loud and long.

      It’s good; the silky slide of him on my tongue feels good, and I want more—more of him, more of the heady feelings that come along with taking him to a place where he can let go, where freedom and passion combine. The place where fucking is really love and I can love him with my mouth and my body—a place where nothing and no one will drive us apart.

      I can tell he’s close by the tug to my hair, and his quick thrusts, fast, faster. I’m filled with him, filled with love and fear that it could all be lost, and I’ll have loved for nothing. Nothing more than the memories I’ll walk away with.

      “Charlie, I’m going to come.”

      I want him to. I want to taste him; I want him inside me, a permanent reminder of our time together. My teeth graze against his swelling cock. He tries to tug me away but I clench my fingers into his ass and then he pumps wildly into my mouth. Lost to the demands of his body, he takes me until he pushes down my throat and comes, one long jetted stream after the other, until he’s empty and panting.

      “Baby,” he moans again, shuddering.

      Reaching under my arms, he pulls me up. I’m desperate. Climbing his body, I wrap my legs around his waist and kiss him, deep, long, hungry lashes. He staggers back, fumbling toward the bedroom, and once there he falls on top of me. I won’t let him loosen his hold, there’s a manic level of desperation in my grip. I can feel it and I know he can too. Matching my need, Colin pulls my hair, opening my neck to his mouth, teeth and tongue trailing down to my breasts.

      I arch into his hold, hovering in the place between pleasure and pain as he sucks my nipple so far into his mouth I feel it in my clitoris. A strong, pulsing ache demands his attention. One and then the other, he tugs and bites the sensitive peaks, and I writhe beneath him, searching for his touch in the place I need him the most.

      As if reading my mind, he slides his hand below the scrap of lace, spreading me open to find my clit. Three fingers press flat, rubbing me into a bright burning light. His teeth and tongue tease my breasts as I loosen my legs to let him have me.  

      My heads rolls to the side as I grip the comforter. “Oh, God.” I pant, rolling my hips to mimic his movement, and then they move down my slickness and inside. 

      “So ready,” he murmurs against my skin.  

      “Please,” I beg, “please, I want to feel you.”

      In a heartbeat, he’s on his knees and ripping against the delicate lace to bare me to his gaze. Pushing my thighs apart, he grips the base of his renewed erection and taps it on my clit, rubbing it through my folds. His earlier release did nothing to tame the turbulence in his eyes.

      “Feel me, Charlie,” he commands, and watches his cock sink in, slow, stretching, deep, and filling.

      I whimper at the exquisite pressure. My lids flutter closed.

      “No,” he growls. “Look at me. Watch me take you.”

      I can’t deny him. Not Colin when his demand is clear, with his chest and abs flexing as he moves. Fingers dig into the pad of flesh above my ass to pull me onto his erection, driving in with controlled strokes, over and over, again and again. So slow. So full. So fucking good.

      “Do you feel how perfect we are, Charlie? How perfect I fit inside you?” He glides in until he hits my core and we’re flush, proving his point, pressing against me to swivel his goddamn perfect hips. I whimper. “Please.” Please take me, pound out my fears, make me forget the real possibility that I could lose you. I want to scream it, but instead I whimper again.

      Colin’s eyes never leave mine. “Tell me, baby. I want to hear you say how perfect this is, how perfect we are.”

      I moan and let my body speak for me with a rush of pleasure, the slick wetness easing every stroke, each thrust deeper than the last as if by sheer force he can make us one.

      “Colin.” I grab his wrists, using him as leverage to grind my clit, to rub against him when he’s buried so far inside me I can’t feel the separation of his body and mine. “Oh, God,” I cry as the tension stretches me thin.

      “Now, Charlie. Give yourself to me.”

      Yes, I will and I do. Clenching around his cock, I arch from the bed as pressure hits a peak and I snap, bucking against him, coming so hard I use his body to take me past thinking and into blissful darkness.

      His groan and the pressure of his fingers digging into my flesh wrench me back to awareness. He falls over me, arms taut, muscles rippling as sweat beads on his brow and he enters me with long, deep strokes. Eyes caught on mine, he pumps his hips again and again, seeking his own release and tempting me with another. “Charlie.” He breathes my name and sinks onto my chest, wrapping me in his heat. Cradling me, he presses his lips against my neck as his movements become quick and sharp. I’m giving myself to you, I think he whispers, but it can’t be true because his breath is ragged on my skin. Then I’m consumed by the roar of his release beneath my ear and into my heart, beating at the same frantic pace as the pulse between my legs. He surges into me, once, twice, jerking with each offering.

      I lick his shoulder, relishing his sweet saltiness before whispering what he needs to hear. “Yes, Colin. We’re perfect.”

      We lie entwined until our bodies cool. Tears burn against my lids. I struggle to hold them in as he kisses and sucks on my neck. Reality intrudes one second at a time and finally he lifts to his elbows, eyes narrowing as he watches me.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “No.” I shake my head with too much vehemence. I can’t lose him.

      He winces and then shoves up to his knees and off the bed, leaving me cold and yearning for the connection our bodies bring. Sleek and beautifully naked, muscles flex in his ass as he steps to his bag for a pair of boxer briefs, like those will protect him from what comes next. He hasn’t looked at me until now, a lingering gaze as he glances up and over my stockings, still clipped to my garter. His cock twitches beneath the cotton and I try on a short-lived smile. At least I’ll always know he wanted me.

      “Charlie, I can’t help you if you keep everything bottled inside.”

      He moves to the edge of the bed, pulling the covers out from under me and then back up to hide my body.

      I shiver under the sheet and then sit up, knees pulled into my chest. “You can’t help me. No one can.”

      Colin sinks to the edge of the mattress and waits; forearms on thighs, he stares at the benign carpet. But I don’t know how to have this conversation, so the silence stretches on and stirs up the anxiety in my stomach. I need to tell him my truth. It’s now or never.

      I swallow and spill my fear in a rush of words. “I’m afraid of how much you mean to me and that one day I’ll have to leave.”

      He jerks up to look at me. “You don’t have to go anywhere, I don’t want that. Have I ever given you that impression?”

      “You don’t know me. If you did, this never would have happened.” I gesture between us and my voice breaks. “I never had any intention of wanting more from you; if I truly thought myself capable of feeling this much, I wouldn’t have agreed to the campaign tour. I want you to believe that; please promise me you’ll always believe I’d never do anything to hurt you.”

      “Charlie, I do. What’s going on? I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.” His brow settles into three lines, drawn down as he turns to face me full-on. “What is it you think could hurt me?”

      “I can’t tell you.” Tears burst from my eyes. The first heave hurts; the second is unbearable as the past barrels forward to slaughter a future I only pretended could come true.

      “No, Charlie, please don’t.” He grabs my arms and hauls me from beneath the covers and into his waiting lap. But his caress and the murmured words meant to soothe make me cry harder, and then I let it come. The memories I closed off years ago fill the space in my head like an unwelcome enemy.

      It’s better to end this now to protect my heart from getting more involved and to save his reputation. Wiggling free, I kneel, as if the separation will lessen the sting when it comes. Of all the awful things I’ve endured, this will be the worst. I love him, I love Colin, but not with the pureness I do my family; this is greedy, needful, stuttering in strength, hot and lustful, sweet and crooning love. And he will leave me when he knows. He will leave me.

      This mantra slices through my feigned calm and lashes against my heart in hurtful strokes.

      I steady myself with cleansing breaths, one deep lungful after another as I work through the pain. There is no preparation for the vibrant memories that are more real than nightmare, and in an instant I’m pressed into a filthy mattress. Warm, stale breath pants against my cheek at the same pace of his vicious thrusts, ripping into me. It hurts—it hurts so fucking much, the jabs rip into my innocence, dry with disgust and fear. He makes me bleed, screaming against the hand over my mouth.

      A sob erupts from my chest and I close my lips around it. Oh God, please help me. I think it now, just as I did every night when I was fourteen.

      I cough out the lump and glance at Colin, his expressionless expression sets in place and even his eyes are steady, unreadable. “My last year in foster care was with the Kerrs; they brought kids into their home like it was a job. Money motivated them to open their doors to more children than was reasonable, but the system was overloaded. It’s where I met Ali; she came to the Kerr’s after I did.”

      Years disappear and my pulse accelerates as the picture forms. “Before she came, it was me, three younger girls, and a fifteen-year-old boy—Shane Roberts. He was evil, you could see it in his eyes, and the Kerrs didn’t care to rein him in.

      “One night, he snuck into my room when I was sleeping, put a pillow on my face, and raped me. That was the first time.” I can’t bear to look at Colin, so I focus on my fingers, teasing the line of lace on my thighs. I’m naked, open and vulnerable but he has never made me feel dirty or damaged. “Shane came into my room night after night. I fought him, God, I tried so hard to get away.” I pant through the memories as if they were the jabs I’d throw to his kidneys and groin. “But he was so strong.”

      “I stopped sleeping at night. I ran away, and they brought me back, and then Ali came. She knew just by looking at me and then she saw the bruises. We just clicked, something about us fit. From that moment, I wasn’t alone. But she gave more than me; her part of the bargain included a knife from the kitchen and a threat to keep me safe.”

      I laugh, as crazy as Ali was the night she stood at the threshold to our room and told Shane if he wanted to keep his dick attached to his body he’d better never touch me again.

      “The Carters were in the process of adopting Ali, and she begged them to take me too. She went so far as to refuse the adoption if they didn’t. Ali was willing to give up everything for me.” A tear slips out of my eye and I push it away; she would hate that I was crying over her. “She saved me and then the Carters did when they took me home too.”

      Fuck. I gasp as my chest tightens and I blurt out the truth that’s burned a hole in my stomach since I met him. “I was pregnant.” I pant, ratcheting up my pulse as the rest stumbles from my mouth. “I didn’t know what to do. I literally had just met and moved in with the Carters. In hindsight, I know I was in shock and not capable of thinking, numb to everything, so Ali told them. She told them everything. Mrs. Carter, my mom, came to me and rocked me in her arms as if she wanted me. As if I mattered. I . . .” Tears well and fall over my lids, blurring the span of Colin’s hotel room into patches of gray. “I hadn’t felt love in so long. It was so good and safe and I believed her when she said she’d support whatever I wanted to do.”

      I find his wide eyes and prepare myself for the pain. It was my decision and I have to pay for it. Every day of my life I pay for it in some way. “I had an abortion,” I whisper. “At fourteen, I thought it would kill me, that I’d be tormented my whole life by looking into the face of the man who slaughtered what hope remained in my heart. But then I knew it was too late. I was already ruined.

      “I hated myself. I hated the emptiness, I hated the fear crawling around inside of me and that I had to sleep with the lights on. I hated that I locked the bathroom door and showered in my underwear until I was twenty. And I hated that I didn’t feel anything when a boy and then a man would pay attention to me. I hate that he broke me.”

      Colin’s jaw clenches so tight the muscles in his neck bulge under the strain. But I’m going to finish because he needs to know. “And then I met you. I don’t know why it’s you, Colin, but the moment we met it was different. My pulse raced and my stomach tumbled. I felt you in a way I hadn’t experienced before. And I wanted it; I’ve wanted for so long to be a woman, to enjoy sex, to stop being the scared little girl that stayed locked away with her family because it was my safe place. I did all of that with you. All the things I thought were impossible all of a sudden became a possibility.”

      He doesn’t move and the silence strikes a chord against my raw feelings. Colin told me, and the world, how he felt about abortion the day we met. He could never care about a woman who ended a life when his baby was so tragically taken from him.

      I crawl to the opposite side of the mattress and slide my feel to the floor. My stiff legs buckle and I grab for a chair near the bed. It’s a crutch as the truth sinks in. Arms taut, my head falls. Chin to chest, I accept the emotion clamoring for release. Tears, thick, wet sobs well up and spill out of me. I’ve lost him. I’ve lost Colin.

      No counseling could prepare me for this level of grief.
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      AN I TOUCH YOU, Charlie?”

      What? Colin’s heat is potent as he steps behind me, close, but waiting for my response. I nod. Not a second later he reaches beneath my knees and sweeps me up, tucking me in so my nose is pressed to my favorite place. And for each sob, the gasp that follows is full of sandalwood and him. We settle on the couch, his whispered words lost in my hitching breath and the bouts of crying that come and go until there’s nothing left.

      Reaching to the side table, he hands me a tissue and because I think it’ll be the last thing he’ll ever do for me, I start all over again. I hate my weakness, but I love him more, so I struggle out of his tight hold and stare into his shining eyes. They’re filled with so much compassion he blurs again under the waterworks that seem endless.

      “Baby,” he whispers so softly I barely hear him over the pounding of my heart. “Don’t cry, please, my sweet Charlie.”

      I sniff and look at him through wet lashes. “You don’t hate me?”

      He flinches. “Of course not.” I blink until my vision clears. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. What that boy did to you,” his voice drops into a ragged edge of violence, “is unspeakable. I wish there was something within my control to ease your pain.”

      “Colin.” I touch his cheek. He nudges into my palm as if he needs me as much as I do him. “I was so afraid when you found out, you’d be disgusted. This means more to me than you’ll ever know.”

      “My sweet girl.” He cups my nape, tipping my head with the fingers in my hair. I’m a mess, yet he looks at me with the same appreciation I saw at the fundraiser. “All I want to do is erase those memories. Can I kiss you?”

      Oh, God. I reach for his neck and drag his mouth to mine. He sighs as my tongue strokes against his. But then he pushes against my shoulders when I try to straddle him. He shakes his head as if to clear it.

      “Careful,” he says. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      My heart sinks; he doesn’t want me. I knew he wouldn’t. How could I have been so foolish to hope he would?

      Crushed, I hang my head and mumble, “I should go.”

      I move, but his arms tighten around my waist and his growl vibrates between us. “I’m not being clear. Let me explain.” He licks his lips, the bottom one red and swollen from my kiss. “I have little control when it comes to you, Charlie. From the very beginning I couldn’t resist you, couldn’t say no, not where you’re concerned. I want to give you the world and at the same time protect you from the hurt that comes from living in it. When I look at you . . .” His thumb and forefinger find my chin, and he tips my head to steady my roving gaze. “Baby, I always want you, but when you kiss me like that”—he shudders—“I don’t want to be gentle.”

      He sighs and tucks a stray curl behind my ear. “You’ve been through so much already. I can’t fathom how hard it was for you to tell me, but I’m glad you did. Your trust is a gift. I won’t add to your pain by losing control, not after you had to relive that.”

      “You still want me?” I ask, confused. How could this man, perfect in every way, want to be with Damaged Goods Carter?

      Colin’s eyes darken with intensity. “Always, Charlie.”

      Always; he wants me always. I raise my hand to his jaw, now rough with his growing beard. My fingers stroke over his cheek and up to his brow; I smooth out the tense lines and then move into his waves, longer now than when we started this journey together. I fist his hair and as his nostrils flare, I tug his mouth to mine. I’m not chaste or sweet, I want to feel every part of him, let him take away the memories that still haunt me.

      When he pushes against my shoulders again, I growl and stick with him as he seeks separation. He manages to pry away enough to murmur, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Please, I need you.”

      He gives in with a murmured, “Always,” and then he kisses me. So gentle, even when I try to deepen it, he forces the pace and it’s slow, tender. Taking me back to bed, he worships every inch of my body, with his mouth and tongue, hands and fingers, then finally his body. Hard, yet soft at the same time, he takes me with a soothing glide yet I scream his name as I crash around him. Tears streak down the sides of my face and into my hair. “Stay,” I whisper when he tries to roll away. In time he falls asleep still inside of me, and I whisper the words lodged in my heart. “I love you.” A lump sticks in my throat. “I love you so damn much.”

      

      I STARTLE AWAKE. MY pulse pounds in my head as I struggle to remember a dream that’s already gone. I’m exhausted. A glance at the alarm on the night table confirms it’s been an hour since I closed my eyes. Memories ruin my attempt to get more rest. Shane Roberts. The Carters. Ali. And the baby I could never love. How could Colin want to work through the enormous baggage that comes along with Charlie Carter? In the middle of the night it’s easy to bring solace to a lover racked with guilt, but he has to be second guessing himself when clarity arrives with dawn.

      Tears spring to my eyes. I cried a river last night, there can’t be many more left, yet they squeeze through my clenched lids. Damn it. Breathe in, breathe out. I follow this mantra so I can’t think about where he is. The bed is empty next to me. I know it before I open my eyes to the soft indent where his head should be. Grabbing his pillow, I bury my nose where his scent is the strongest and my body instantly revs, my pulse, my heart; he calls to me on a primitive level to mate and make babies. Oh for the love of God, get a grip, Carter.

      As I hug the down pillow and try for more sleep, running water breaks through the silence. He’s in the shower. The panther is heavy on my wrist and a loop of last night plays in my mind: his gift, the party, my confession. I thought I’d feel free but instead I have an additional weight added to the bench press of my life, and it’s crushing my chest. The truth is too much to overcome.

      My spirit dive-bombs into a self-pity party, and no one is invited.

      I can’t fathom how I’m going to salvage a good mood for Colin’s parents and our final visit before they return to Boston.

      Colin. Why would he want me? Mr. McPerfect and Damaged Goods Carter are not Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth Bennett; we’re so far from peanut butter and jelly you could call me banana and ask who in the hell ever thought about that combination.

      The water stops and I know he’ll be out soon. I relax my tense shoulders and feign sleep with slow, shallow breaths. I’m not ready to face where we go from here.

      The bath door swings open and his bare feet pad across the floor. He’s naked, I know it, I picture it: the low-slung towel hanging from his hips, skin damp because he barely took time to dry off. I roll my eyes behind closed lids. I’m hopeless.

      The bed dips next to me and he runs his fingers from the bare crease of my ass and up through my hair to my neck. A shiver claims me at the same time my clit pulses. He does it again, but this time he smacks a cheek and sighs while he rubs away the sting. I try to stifle a smile. Without warning, his touch changes from tantalizing to tactical, and he attacks my sides in a game that can only be called tickle torture.

      “Are you kidding me,” I scream, trying to escape incessant hands. Rolling to my back, I begin urgent protection techniques, flailing my arms and kicking my feet. As always, he’s proficient at what he does and finds holes in my armor where his hands slip through.

      “Colin! Stop, please, please.” I laugh and shriek at the same time. Through the gaggle of limbs, I glimpse his huge grin. “W… why’d you do that?”

      He rubs the tickle out of my sensitive skin, but I push his conciliatory hands away; he can’t be trusted to refrain from a repeat attack.

      “Because I don’t want last night to linger.” When my only response is to mimic his drawn brow, he sighs and tries again. “Charlie, I want to be with you. I didn’t care about your past before, and I don’t care about it now. We’ll make it through.”   

      Now the wrinkles are in my forehead; I’m confused. “What do you mean you didn’t care before; before what?” I ask and sit up, tucking the sheet under my arms as the conversation changes direction.

      His eyes widen by a fraction, but otherwise he stays statue still—unnaturally so. A minute goes by and my heart counts the seconds as I wait for his answer. Finally, he reaches for my hand. “Only this: last night didn’t change anything, not for me. You are forthcoming about your family, your life when you became a Carter, but rarely talk about anything prior to that, alluding it’s private. I knew you had something you weren’t ready to share. I didn’t care about what that was because I enjoy being with you.” His fingers wrap through mine. “Now that you’ve told me, my feelings haven’t changed. You’re a strong young woman; I admire that about you.”

      Is he for real? “You realize this is hard for me to believe, right? Colin, you’re running for president; did you forget that?”

      His eyes narrow. “Yes, Charlie, my campaign is top of mind. I’m also here with you. You’re a part of my life now, and I’ll support you any way I can.”

      “Okay, let me play this out for you the way I see it.” I poke at my chest for emphasis. “I’m damaged goods, Colin. I’m not Ivy League, debutante, angelic and pure Charlise Carter that can socialize with heads of state. I’m a lost girl, lost in the world of the ‘system,’ raped and driven to abortion when I was in a mental state not worthy of humanity.¿Comprendes?” My voice rises with each word. “You’re a Republican candidate running to capture the White House, supportive of pro-life initiatives. My past will hurt you, not help you. I can’t believe you’re of sound mind when you tell me you don’t care!” I end frantic and winded, staring at him like he’s unstable.

      “Are you quite finished?” His tone changes from smooth caramel to deep trouble, meaning I’m wading in it.

      When I nod, he continues, “I don’t ever want to hear you say you’re damaged goods again, Charlise.” He draws out my given name. “I assure you I’m of sound mind and body. I have lived my life in preparation for the presidency. I make decisions to ensure nothing will taint my reputation. I’m calculated and in control of my destiny and my future. None of that has changed. So, let’s review your attributes, shall we?” His eyes are scorching. 

      “You are a beautiful, intelligent, well-educated, well-spoken young woman raised by loving parents. Period. I can’t change what happened fifteen years ago, but I damn well can and will support you, help you any way I know how and with whatever I have. It’s yours. So I’ll say it one more time: I don’t care about your fucking past.” In time his blue eyes gentle. “However, I do care—very much—for you.”  

      “Oh,” is my genius response. He cares very much for me. But I shake my head to get that out of it; I can’t let it muddle my thoughts. “Here’s the thing. I just don’t get it, Colin. Look at you.” I wave my hands over his chiseled, god-like perfection, and then in front of my face. “How can you want to be with me?”

      He shakes his head as if I’m testing his patience. “You surprise me, Charlie. If only you could see yourself the way the world does. Stunning is too tame. Beautiful is a paltry term in comparison. So, think in this context: Have you no idea of the number of men that want in your pants?”

      “What?”

      His right eyebrow rises. The right brow I love. The right brow that’s sexy as hell.

      “Shall I give you a list? Just last night the waiter who refilled your glass every five minutes, Bill Jensen, and Alex Miller.”

      “Are you jealous?” I ask, stupefied. That’s nonsensical.

      “It’s not an emotion I’m familiar with, Charlie, and I don’t pretend to like it.”

      “Colin,” it’s my turn at exasperation, “you are the last person in the world who should be jealous. Have you met me? Let’s start again.” I reach for his hand and pump it. “Hi, I’m Charlie Carter. I’ve never been with a man, except in a forcible situation that turned me off from engaging with anyone for fifteen years—that is, until I met Mr. McPerfect McKenna. Smoking-hot, sexy-as-hell, perfect-gentleman Colin McKenna, the man I can’t keep my hands off, nor keep my pants on when he’s around. The only man I have ever wanted. The only man I will ever want,” I finish, sputtering and breathless.

      We stare and tension tightens my chest because his eyes sink into dangerous thoughts.

      “So we’re clear,” he says, reaching for my biceps. “I’m not going anywhere and neither are you.”

      He hauls me out of the covers and onto his lap, but I press my fingers to his mouth when he tries to kiss me. “Can you forgive me for what I did?”

      “Oh, baby.” He drops his forehead to mine. “It doesn’t change a thing.”

      The weight crushing my chest evaporates—freedom from self-doubt and self-preservation. Colin McKenna really and truly wants me.

      I throw my arms around him and he falls to his back, holding me through his chuckle. “So, now that we’ve got that worked out, what would you like to do?” He stares at my mouth.

      My grin gets even bigger. “I can think of a few things.”

      He rolls over so quickly I have no idea how, and I end up on my back. “Do tell.” He nips and kisses my neck.

      “I would much rather show you,” I say, pulling the towel from his hips.

      

      I LOVE COLIN. STAMPING it on my forehead may be taking it too far, and is unnecessary. I’m giddy. My smile is permanent, there’s a lightness in my step and everything is brighter and better because he knows everything. The pancakes I had for brunch were sweet and Colin’s hand on my thigh was not. His parents didn’t mention my heated cheeks and they ignored my attempts to keep his fingers from crossing the line of decency and too far up my skirt. Wicked, wicked, man. It’s no wonder I had to take my jacket off as Colleen and I walked through the court, shopping. He makes me hot. Our last stop was to the boutique where I bought my outfit yesterday. She finds a stunning dress and I got something for Colin.

      The sun is high in a cloudless sky, sparkling against the glass windows as we make our way back to the pub. Beers and baseball are keeping the McKenna men busy while we enjoy a lazy spring Sunday.

      “Charlie, I’m sorry if I stepped past my boundaries last night. I shouldn’t have spoken out about your relationship with Colin. I truly wasn’t trying to interfere.”

      I wave away her concern. “Please, don’t worry. I’m happy for the nudge into self-reflection.” God, I’m so damn silly in love I could skip down the street. “Colin and I had a good talk; in fact, more than one.”

      “You’re really very good for him.”

      “He’s just as good for me,” I say, absently touching the bracelet I have yet to take off. Colleen stares at my wrist and I hold it up for her to see. “It’s a gift from Colin.”

      She smiles. “It’s beautiful. Confirmation he cares for you very much, I’m sure.”

      That’s what he said last night. I stare at the panther, light bouncing off the diamonds, and I’m comforted to know that maybe we’re closer to the same feelings than I had thought yesterday.

      It’s with this hope and a smile to go along with it that we find them. Father and son are at a four-person high-top table, watching the Red Sox on large screens hanging from every conceivable place.

      Relaxed today, Colin’s blue T-shirt is stretched across his chest and hugging his biceps, loose except for an inch tucked in above his belt buckle. He’s anything but the reserved presidential candidate the world sees. He’s my Colin. I flush and curse his effect on my panties.

      His gaze is pulled from the game and toward the entrance, and a grin splits his face when he sees me. He watches me step toward him with so much of his own hope, it makes me feel like we can do this. My heart gallops at the possibility and as he stands to grab my hips, pulling me against him for a kiss. Double damn. I must be crazy or in the twilight zone, because its midday, with his parents a foot away, and his tongue is sweeping against my bottom lip. “You’re terrible,” I murmur.

      “I know. Come,” he says, tugging me to the table where he holds my chair as I get settled. We’re leg to leg when he sits down.

      “Did you have a good time?” He asks and drops his hand to the no-go zone on my thigh. I do the same, except my pinkie presses against something stretching the boundaries of his jeans.

      “Great time,” I say and smile.

      His lids sink into that look, the one that says he’d like to toss me on the bed. “What’d you buy?”

      “I’ll show you later,” I whisper, and then look away from trouble.

      Colleen and Michael aren’t trying to hide their amusement as they watch us.

      “What about you, Mom?” Colin drops a hand to rest on mine.

      “A dress for your sister’s wedding. I’m relieved to cross it off my list. Now I only have to worry about your father getting fitted for his tux.”

      Michael grumbles about the fitting while the waiter approaches for drink orders. “When is the wedding?” I ask after he leaves.

      “July 23, in Ireland,” Colleen says. “It’s been Ryanne’s dream to get married on the family farm.”

      “Have you ever been there, Charlie?” Michael asks.

      I shake my head. “No, I haven’t. My vacations are spent in northern Michigan at my parents’ cottage.” Saying it aloud, I’m reminded of the upcoming trip I’ve yet to talk with Colin about.   

      “It’s a beautiful country,” he says.

      “I’m sure I’d love it. It’s on my bucket list for a one-day visit; my biological grandparents were both born there.”

      “Do you have family living there now?” Colleen asks.

      “I’m not sure. Other than a box of things that followed me through foster care, I don’t have anything from that part of my life. I’ve never thought much about it; when I was adopted I immersed myself into the Carters, I didn’t want them to feel as if I didn’t love them, or that I didn’t love being a part of their family, so I let my past go.”

      “Would you like to learn more about your birth parents or other family members that may live out of the country?” Colin asks, squeezing my fingers that are still in his lap.

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “We’ll talk about it before we go to Ireland. If you want to research your family before then I’ll help you do it.”

      His comment plays on a loop: before we go—we.

      “What?” He smiles and it’s a bit devilish.

      “Ireland?”

      “Yes. You’re going to need to get another dress. This wedding is black-tie. Wait until you meet Ryanne and then you’ll know why.”

      Holy wow. How has all of this transpired in twenty-four hours? Colin knows everything and he still wants me; I’m a part of his future and we’re holding hands in public. I close my eyes, welcoming the flush of warmth, and for the first time in my life, complete happiness—full, abounding happiness—creeps in to fill every fracture of my heart.

      When I open to find Colin, he’s watching me. “Ask me again if I’m happy,” I whisper.

      His grin fades. “Are you happy, Charlie?”

      I entwine our fingers and pull them into my lap. “I have never been as happy as I am with you. I’m so completely, wonderfully happy, Colin.”

      Leaning in, he brushes his lips against mine, his mouth grazing over my cheek toward my ear. “So am I.” He kisses my hair and leans his forehead into me for the briefest moment.

      

      “WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” Ali scolds.

      “What, not a hello, how are you, I love you?”

      “Hello, how are you? I love you. Now, tell me why you haven’t called me in, like, forever?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Busy gettin’ it on with tall, dark, and handsome.” She giggles into the phone like a teenager.

      “Ha ha, you’re funny.” But I’m laughing too.

      “Tell me how good it is, or are you going to hold out on your sister for the rest of your life?”

      “God, Al. It’s so perfect. I never thought it would be like this.” I pause and look around the plane to make sure I’m alone. “I told him.”

      Silence. Ali is never silent. I give her a minute to process this news and finally she asks, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m good, really. It’s kind of hard to believe, but Colin cares about me. He said it doesn’t matter.” Last night felt like the end of my world, and today I’ve never been happier in all of my twenty-nine years.

      “Oh, Charlie, I knew he would. You’re beautiful, and funny, and loving.”

      My chest hurts and the tears in my eyes have nothing to do with the past. I miss my sister. “I can’t wait to see you Thursday.”

      “Ditto.”

      “Did you finalize your flight?” I glance at Colin and Evan at a back table and then shift to look out the window at the late-day sun.

      “I sent my itinerary by e-mail last night. I arrive midmorning. Did you book?”

      “I’ll get in to Traverse City around ten; Mom’s going to pick us up at the airport.”

      “Save the details until then so I can see your blush.” Ali giggles.

      I roll my eyes and catch sight of Colin taking the last few steps to my side and then he sits next to me.

      “I’ve got to go, Al. Love you.”

      “Love you too. See you Thursday.”

      Colin takes my hand after I toss my phone down. “You’re leaving?”  

      “I’m sorry. I spoke to Evan about it when I first started and I meant to mention it to you weeks ago. I’m going home for my gram’s birthday party on Saturday. My whole family is coming home to celebrate.”

      I hate his crumpled brow and the storm clouding his eyes. Pushing back the displaced wave of hair on his forehead, I lean in and kiss him. My mouth open and inviting his tongue, I devour him in deep hungry strokes. I cling to him, palms flat against his cheeks. Colin fists my curls, tugging me up and over his thighs; both hands fall to my ass, digging in and bringing me flush against his raging erection.

      Our mirrored groans vibrate between us, and the heat dissipates to slow, sucking kisses as we catch our breath.

      “You’re delicious,” I murmur against his lips.

      “And you’re trying to distract me. When are you leaving?”

      “Thursday. I’ve booked a 6:00 a.m. flight into Traverse City.”

      “How long are you staying?”

      “I’ll meet you in Arkansas on Tuesday morning. I’ve already prearranged posts for all the sites, and I’ll keep up on the tour while I’m gone.”

      He huffs. “I’m not thinking about the campaign.” My heart goes haywire and I drop my forehead to his. The hum of the engines takes up the space where words should be.

      “I’ll miss you,” he says, and the tension in his arms speaks to not wanting to let me go.

      Tucking my head into the crook of his neck, I breathe in Colin and close my eyes against the emotion that wants to run down my face. I love him. I’d like to say it, but instead I mumble it into his skin as I nip and suck up his neck to his ear. “I’ll miss you too.”

      More than you’ll ever know.
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      HARLIE, WE’VE LANDED.”

      The fog is thick, too thick to break free. I can hear Colin yet I’m so tired I only want to sleep. I think I may beg for it and push him away, but the vibration of his laugh feels real. 

      “Come on, baby,” he whispers in my ear while removing a seat belt I don’t remember strapping on. A second later, I’m in his arms with my head pressed into his neck. Voices come and go, so do the sounds of traffic, and in the next minute Colin’s hands brush against my stomach followed by a soft tug as he strips me bare.

      “Sleep well.” The warm slide of his mouth against my forehead is my final focus and I fall into darkness.

      Sometime later a harsh expletive jars me from sleep; my heart pounds.

      “This is none of your goddamn business.” Colin. And by the sounds of it, he’s pissed.

      After a mumbled response that I can’t make out, he says, “No, it doesn’t matter. I’ve told you to let me worry about this, about her. I’m not having this conversation again, do you understand me? Let it go.” A muffled voice and then he says, “It’s late and time for you to go.”

      The welcome sound of silence does little to regulate my thrumming pulse. A minute later Colin slides into bed. I tuck myself into his waiting open arm, my cheek to his chest.

      “Were you talking to someone?” I ask.

      “It’s nothing, baby, go back to sleep.” His lips press into my hair just before I pull myself up to look into his face. I can barely see him in the dark room, yet I know he’s looking at me. I lean in to kiss him, short and soft; we linger for a moment before I pull away and tuck myself into his shoulder.

      

      I’M IN THE DESERT, hot, sweating, and so uncomfortable I drag myself into a new day just to escape it. Colin is everywhere, legs woven through mine, head on my chest, one of his hands palming my breast. I smile and try to relax, but he’s a raging inferno.

      I hate to wake him. Serious slumber like the deadweight I feel now doesn’t come easy for him. If we’re minutes from the alarm sounding, I’ll endure the furnace, but if I’ve got time on my hands I’m squeezing out of here to order breakfast. I reach for his wristwatch he rarely removes. Today it’s on the nightstand so I grab it. Every detail screams expensive and it’s confirmed when I see Cartier inscribed just under the Roman numeral twelve.

      The leather band is soft from so much wear. I flip it over and find an inscription.

      

      C— Remember me always —A

      

      A gift from Abby. My heart shudders in my chest. He carries a memory of her around with him every day—just as the inscription asked for him to do, always. A word he’s used with me. Bile rises from my stomach and I can’t swallow it down. I haven’t thought about her in months.  Colin hasn’t mentioned her, nor have I. I had hoped our time together distanced him from the pain that followed him so closely when we met. But now I wonder if he’ll ever be able to leave her behind. He doesn’t wear his wedding ring; why does he wear a watch from his long-dead wife?

      The only answer is he can’t let her go, or maybe he doesn’t want to. If that’s true, he’ll never be able to love me. I have no heart to give. I never believed him, especially after this past weekend. A shiver runs down my spine, even though I’m sweating. But this is chilling apprehension, a fear I’ll lose him, or maybe more accurately that I’ve never had him.

      I need time, and space, so I slip out from underneath him. For some reason I want to run—run from the chaos in my head, run from Abby and the complications of not only Colin’s life, but the challenges knotted so indelibly into my own. I haven’t run in years, not since Ali started medical school and moved away. She would drag me out with her in the mornings, but I never found the love for it like she did. Today is different. I need to feel the freedom it brings.

      Quickly I change into the only sports bra I own, sweats and a tank, and an old pair of gym shoes I carry for rare downtime on the campaign trail. Leaving Colin a note on my pillow so he won’t worry, I slip out of the suite. The sun hovers above the horizon, welcoming a new morning as I step onto the sidewalk.

      Although the temperature will rise into the high seventies, the morning air is cold, urging me to jump right into a fast jog. Tall brown and gray buildings of varying heights line the streets. For blocks I run and free my mind, concentrating on the wind at my back, the tempo of my breath, and the pull of long-dormant muscles in my legs.

      It’s not long before the city becomes a blur and my thoughts stray to Colin, Abby, his campaign, and how I fit into the intricate web. Colin’s life is complicated. I thought I could simplify it, but it’s only going to get more challenging as he progresses toward the White House. Am I strong enough to endure the demands that grow as his career does? Will I forever be detached from him in public? How is it we can work? He’s always said we’ll find a way, but doubts to the validity of that statement are becoming hard to ignore. How is that possible when the disparity between us is so great? Yesterday my secrets were revealed, and the relief from that burden was brilliant. Today the questions surrounding us are overwhelming.

      And then I laugh, a bubble bursting from my chest with such freedom I stop in my tracks. I’m so overreacting. Leaning against a stop sign at a cross-section, I smile through my panted breath. I love him, more than I ever thought I was capable of loving anything. Abby isn’t going anywhere, and jealousy over their relationship won’t strengthen ours, nor will asking him to forget her. It’s selfish and inconsiderate. I’m hoping to sit at the same table, not usurp Abby from her place. As his trust grows, Colin will make room for me in his heart. I know it’s possible.

      Cutting across the street, I head in the direction of the hotel. Footsteps fall in line with mine; it must be Colin running to catch up with me. For the fun of it, I pick up my pace to make him work for it before he catches me. My breath spikes as I push myself faster, expecting for him to call out when I jump into a side street without stopping for the possibility of traffic. Silence. It’s not Colin. Glancing behind me doesn’t produce anything but the dingy brick of the building I just rounded. Footsteps echo in the narrow alley I use as a shortcut—first mine and then a second set.

      Driving harder, I propel myself the final few blocks to the hotel. Faster Charlie, run faster. Closed shop doors blur as I streak by. Panic bursts in my already burning chest as I chance a look behind me. The shadow of a figure turns the corner. Lines are elongated into a grotesquely misshapen man by the rising sun. I dart into the road. A horn blares, the car it belongs to screeches to a stop inches from my frozen form. Shit. Waving a lame apology, I race into the hotel twenty feet away. Hands on my knees, I gulp in air.

      Through the window, I find a quiet street; no one is walking or running in my wake. I didn’t imagine it. The heavy tread of falling feet still echoes in my ears. With one last look out the door I turn to the elevators and Colin, my happy place.

      

      IT’S NOT EXACTLY THE peaceful homecoming I was hoping for. Colin paces with his phone pressed to his ear.

      “Phil, this better not happen again.” His hard, almost frantic eyes find mine. “No excuses. I’ve been clear about my expectations, let me state them again—every minute, every day, no exceptions.” His chest rises and falls as if he went for a jog, but that’s not the case because he’s in a very tight pair of boxer briefs and nothing else. Something happened. “No, I haven’t. Yes, I understand it may make things easier, but that’s not what I’m paying you for. I’m sure you can tell by my tone this is of the utmost importance; I won’t compromise and I expect the same from you.” After a pause, Colin says, “I’m trusting you will.”

      His eyes never leave mine as he ends the call and tosses his cell on the couch. I grab a water from the fridge and drink it down while watching his gaze streak over my sweaty body.

      “I went for a run.” I admit the obvious.

      “So I see.”

      “I thought maybe I’d be back before you woke.”

      “You should have woken me. I would have joined you in the hotel gym,” he growls and steps toward me. He’s angry and I can’t tell if he’s upset with me, or the something that happened.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “Why would I be, Charlie?” His voice is calm, yet I know he’s not. “You think I’m angry because you left alone,” he pauses for a shaking breath, “in a strange city, without telling anyone where you were going, or how long you would be….”

      I am the something that happened to his morning. “That’s not true, I left you a note.”

      “A note? A fucking note, Charlie?” His tone rises and his eyes flash a blue I’ve never seen before. His anger has never been directed at me, not like this. “I can’t find you in a city with millions of people from a goddamn note that doesn’t tell me what fucking direction you went in, how long ago you left, what path you were on! Did you even stop to contemplate the crime rate in this city, the number of—” He stops and shudders.

      “No, I didn’t,” I say weakly, remembering the footsteps following behind me at the end of my run. “I’m sorry; I didn’t think you would worry about me.”

      His brow digs into three lines, deep, angry lines. He moves so close I have to tilt my head back to hold eye contact. “Not worry?” The words fall from his tongue as if they’re poison. “Not worry?” he says again. “All I do is worry about you, Charlie. My God, do you not know how much I need you?”

      Oh Lord. Comprehension barely sinks in before his mouth crushes mine. Melting into him, I dig my fingers into his hair and stay flush against his hard body. He holds my face with both hands so I can’t step away from the frustration he takes out on me with lashes of his tongue. I match his need, the danger of my thoughtless morning run rolling off me in waves. He takes it, takes me until I can’t breathe but he doesn’t let me go, punishing my lips with his for the careless worry I caused.

      He rips away, panting. “Goddamn it, Charlie—don’t ever fucking do that again.” His mouth finds mine, this time in a tempered but passionate kiss that frankly has me breathing harder than my morning run.

      I cling to him, arms around his neck as he maneuvers us to the bathroom, turning the shower on hot before he strips me. My tank is first, up and over my head; my bra follows it to the floor. He drops to his knees, eyes on mine as he licks below my navel and removes my shoes one at a time. I’m on to his game as he pulls my pants to the floor, so slow my panties are soaked with my need. He kisses me there, runs his nose along the lace as he breathes me in. I grab his hair and moan when he suckles me through the fabric. Fuck. I spread my legs. Slowly, so damn slow, he peels them off and the warm air tickles my clit. I whimper when his breath fans over me. “Please.”

      He stands. Wait, what? I want to scream, back to your knees, but then his boxers are off and I sigh with relief because he steps into me. I hiss as the tight buds of my nipples meet his chest. My arms are around his neck and I lift to find his mouth, but he turns his head and navigates us into the streaming water.

      Shampoo is first. Every tender stroke dissolves his anger and fear, and works me into a bigger ball of need. It’s delicious, but so is his thick cock jutting into my stomach. I reach for it and he’s quick to knock my hand away.

      I groan and he smiles, tipping my head into the water to rinse and then repeat with conditioner. My body is next. He soaps up every available inch. Collarbone and arms; my breasts he takes on one at a time, tugging on the tips. I gasp and arch into him. But he moves to my back and butt, around to my stomach and then, achingly slowly, he moves between my legs. Parting my folds with his fingers, he rubs. I drop my forehead to his chest, rolling my hips with the rhythm of his hand. He flicks my clit and I almost come.

      “Colin,” I breathe into his neck. My nails sink into his shoulder as he does it again.

      He stops and drops to his knees. Yes, I love his mouth. I fist his hair, but he washes my feet. What? No!

      “Your morning run left us little time for anything but to dress and leave.” He smiles—the bastard smiles.

      “That’s not fair.” I jerk away from him as he stands and slip my hand between my thighs. If he won’t do it, I’ll make him watch as I do.

      His nostrils flare and he’s on me in a second. In the next my arms are above my head and I’m cold, pressed against the tile. “Don’t you dare,” he snarls. “You made a choice, suffer with it until I have time to work the pleasure out of you. It’s mine.”

      “I didn’t know it was dangerous,” I hiss.

      “And now you do.”

      He wants to be mad, fine. Rage simmers beneath my skin and out of my mouth one word at a time. “Let go of me.”

      Understanding flickers in his eyes. He pushed too far. As soon as his grip loosens, I fly from the shower and on my way out of the room I grab two towels. One I wrap around my aching and heavy breasts. Damn that man. I don’t know how to do angry with Colin. Everything’s new for me: him, a pseudo-relationship where I can’t escape because we, for all intents and purposes, live together, or when I do, it lands me here, worked up and pissed off because he’s furious over my need for space.

      I take it out on my hair, scrubbing it with a towel until it’s a halo of fury. When he appears in the doorway, naked as a jaybird, I turn away. My movements are staccato and when he sighs my name, I start the hair drier and hum “America the Beautiful” because it’s stuck in my head from a rally last week. It infuriates me more.

      Everything I do is out of spite. My hair in a high ponytail to bare my neck, the smallest thong I own slips into place. The tightest pencil skirt follows it and note to self: add extra sway to my ass at every possible moment. I screw professionalism and decide on a body-hugging silk halter that flares at the waist and holds all my parts up top in place sans bra.

      I add makeup as my final fuck-you. I look good. Slipping into four-inch heels, I add that hip-sway and saunter into the suite. For a second I feel like a cheap replica of Brigitte Bardot in her prime, but I push through and pretend I’m all that and a bag of chips. He’s on the phone by the window, a replay of when I came home this morning. I bypass his eyes, yet notice he’s wearing the magenta tie I like to believe is for me. It may be his surrender flag, but too bad. Battle on. I do good mad and I’m ferocious.

      It takes a minute to pack my camera, and everything I’ll need for this morning’s event. The flush of energy is my first clue he’s behind me and then the heat radiating from his chest confirms it. His hand lands on my hip, as if to turn me toward him, but I stiffen and stand my ground.

      “This is how it’s going to be?” He asks.

      Anger burns below my skin and I almost scream it out of me and at him. “This is how you decided it needed to be.” I swallow and turn. His eyes show how he hurts, but he crossed a line with me this morning. He needs to know and understand the consequences that follow a stunt like his in the shower. “You’re a smart man, Senator. I see it every day, so I need you to connect the dots here, because it’s not something I like to talk about. Don’t use sex to punish me. I’ve been there, done that, and I didn’t get involved with you to retreat into a place that isn’t good for me.”

      His eyes pop as he gets it. “God, Charlie.”

      “Don’t Charlie me,” I growl through the peak of my mad. I step away and tug my bag over my shoulder for an easy getaway. “I like sex with you, I like it a whole lot. Teasing me gets me going, and nothing is better than when you lose yourself in me; the rough grip and your strength is a turn-on. But there’s a great difference between driving toward mutual pleasure and being spiteful. Don’t ever take it that far again.”

      Finished, I bolt from his room and down the hall, jamming my finger trying to get the elevator to arrive before he follows. No such luck. Colin comes up behind me as I’m shaking the sting from my hand. He presses the button and the car arrives, damn him. We step in and stand shoulder to shoulder, floors dropping away as the silence tugs on my heart.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I was… worried. I fucked up, Charlie.”

      I close my eyes, warring with making it better and staying on the edge of my boiling point. I find his face in the silver doors. He’s drowning in sorrow so I search for his hand, hanging limp by his side. He punches out a breath when I wind my fingers through his. “Apology accepted. And for the record, I expect you to make it up to me with your mouth.”

      

      COLIN DOESN’T LET GO of my hand until he’s forced to. It’s either release me or announce us to the world as the media captures his arrival. Helping me out of the SUV, he throws me a conciliatory look and then walks ahead with Evan and a local member of the McKenna campaign team. My mood verges on reckless. Although I know his worry-turned-frustration got the best of him and he’s sorry for it, I want to make him pay. Not in a crazy-town way, but one that will move us past this morning’s debacle.

      Glancing away from his retreating ass, I focus on the schoolhouse where he’s scheduled to speak in thirty minutes. Three stories of windows line the red-brick building that’s more Leave it to Beaver than The Jetsons. The only modern upgrade is a new awning over the back entrance.

      None of the women, and there are a bevy working today, pay attention as I walk the halls or when I enter the room staffers are using prior to the event. I get a few sideways glances as I listen on the outskirts of three different conversations, but never an invitation to join. My camera keeps me busy for a few minutes as I document conversations, including Colin’s. Fifteen feet away, he reviews his speech with Evan and an advisor. Boredom turns into a brilliant idea when I spot the fruit on the buffet table.

      Colin searches for me like clockwork every two minutes. It’s a miracle the man can concentrate, but today I take advantage of his overprotectiveness. I’m ready with a heavily whippy-dipped strawberry when he looks up. I lick it, the tip of my tongue drawing through the cream. I’m on point when his eyes flare. Sucking on it has him riveted, his jaw clenches in time to his fist wrinkling the paper with his written speech. I bite into it. What’s supposed to be sexy is hilarious as I jump back from the burst of juice spraying everywhere, including my chin and on Mable, the poor lady to my left, identified by a tag on her plaid button-up.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper and wipe at her sleeve with a napkin. This is authentic Charlie Carter, seduction turned sitcom.

      I find Colin when the napkin sticks to my mouth, gross. He’s a statue and at first I worry he’s having a problem with brain synapses, but then I realize he’s biting his bottom lip. Hilarious, I know. I’m a stitch and I laugh because it’s just what we needed. Evan glances over too. I salute them and then search for the bathroom to clean myself up.

      The click of my heels echoes through the empty halls. Lockers line both sides of the hallway, classroom doors break up the rectangular monotony, and posters advertising the upcoming Alice in Wonderland prom hint at a visit from the Mad Hatter.

      The girl’s room is down a darkened corridor. The door creaks as I slip in to find the sink and stalls behind a second door. I let the water run warm and then wash my face and hands, glad I could change both of our moods with fun fruit. I’ll have to keep that in mind for future funks.

      With a high-pitched and nerve-wracking sound, the door opens. My heart thumps. I freeze, my eyes darting back and forth in the mirror waiting for I don’t know what; someone to walk in? That would make sense; it’s a bathroom for God’s sake. It’s probably Mable come to chastise me and ask for dry-cleaning money.

      Nothing happens. After a minute of silence I walk out and find the foyer-like space empty but for a single red rose on the floor. It wasn’t there when I came in. I’m sure of it.
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      I

      T’S HOT IN THE sun. Or maybe it’s because Colin is picture perfect with his sleeves rolled to his elbows—from the boardroom to the bedroom in a second. He exudes sex appeal with just his cut forearms, ripped with muscles and veins. A delicious flush sparks my body past the point of easy need. He made sure of that this morning in the shower, and I still intend to have him make up for his lapse in judgment—sooner rather than later.

      Speech complete, he’s shaking hands and kissing babies. I laugh when a young mother shoves an infant at him and gushes and coos as she takes a dozen pictures. I’ve taped the entire event and already coordinated with a reporter from Channel Ten for a copy of his feed. I’ll pick them apart for the website later today.

      I snap a few shots for myself as Colin approaches; his half-lidded eyes and saucy smile are meant for me. He glances at my hand, and I think he may want to take it. I know I’d like him to; touching him would be a nice way to finish making up.

      “Did you find something to eat, Ms. Carter? I saw you were having a rough time of it with the fruit tray this morning.”

      I smile. “I was hoping for heavier food, thick meat. Something I could really sink my teeth into, but it was apparently not on the menu.”

      His eyes water and finally he laughs, a hand-over-heart chuckle that’s good for his soul. “I’ll see what I can do for dinner.”

      “Please do,” I say, grabbing my bag from the grass at my feet. “A girl nee—”

      And just when things are getting good, Evan huffs to a stop next to him. “Colin, a moment please—in private.” He glances at me. “I’m sorry, Charlie. I’ll only be a minute.”

      “Sure, I understand.” Colin’s gaze swings from him to me, like he’s in a tug of war: Charlie or Evan.

      “Phil’s men are in position and this is urgent,” Evan says.  

      “Don’t move.” Colin pleads with his eyes. “Baby, please?”

      “Yes, but I don’t understand—”

      Silencing me with his finger to my lips, he says, “I’ll explain later.” He squeezes my hand before turning to walk with Evan twenty feet away. As they stop, Colin turns and squares off, listening with arms crossed against his chest in a formidable stance. Evan talks so fast I can’t make anything out, he points toward the school twice, flailing his arm the last time. Colin leans in as if bracing for a fight. Unleashing his hands, he gestures in a rapid-fire staccato beat before running them through his hair. This is not good.

      Evan produces a large manila envelope, the contents immediately reviewed by Colin. He pales. He glances at me and then looks away, as if searching for someone in the retreating crowd.

      I do the same, scanning the parking lot. I’m drawn to a man standing to the side with a long-range lens pointed at me. Hair on my arms springs up with goose bumps even though it’s eighty degrees. Instinctively I grab my camera and take random shots as the same something-familiar feeling washes over me. But I don’t recognize him. A baseball hat covers his hair, dark sunglasses and his lens hide most of his face, a huge sweatshirt conceals his frame. He turns, sprinting through the lot of people and cars.

      Two guards, who most recently stood behind the stage during Colin’s speech, race after him. Colin and Evan stalk toward me. I pack my camera, but fumble with my video equipment. “Here, let me.” Colin takes over and I cringe when he rams everything in the bag. With the same impatience, he grabs my hand and hauls me across the lawn. I try to pull free but he clamps down harder and drags me to the SUV, pushing me inside by my ass. He slides in, Evan gets in front, and we lunge forward.

      What the hell? Evan snatches my bag from the backseat. “Wait, Evan,” I say, reaching for and catching the strap.”

      We play tug of war until he sighs, a small grin twitching at the side of his mouth. “I just need the memory card. I’ll give it right back. Promise.”

      I pull the bag closer, bringing him with it and forcing him into a full body twist to look at me. “What’s going on?”

      His gaze flicks to Colin and back. He nods in his direction and says, “He’ll explain. Give him time to wrap his head around it.”

      The strap slips through my fingers and I turn to the man with the answers. Finally his eyes find mine, calm, yet the veins in his neck throb in time to my racing heart.

      Grabbing my chin, he scans over my face before closing his eyes and tugging me forward. “Fuck,” he breathes into my forehead before his lips meet my skin. He tucks me under his chin and I hold on, waiting for him to explain. It doesn’t happen. Mile after mile flies by in silence.

      And then his phone rings, just once before he snaps it up from lap to his ear. “Phil, what the fuck is going on? Twice in one day is unacceptable. My instructions were explicit, yet this arrived, unsolicited. Explain how that’s possible if your team was in place as they should have been?” He listens for a heartbeat before vibrating with fury. “Let me be clear: I want security present at every location, at the hotels and with her every second.” Looking at me out of the corner of his eye, he growls, “Get them there. Yes, every minute. I don’t want her left alone. Figure it out.” Colin hangs up and looks out the window, pulling his bottom lip until we reach the next stop.

      Evan and the driver bail, and although the air is kicking in the car, it’s hot in here.

      Colin tugs my chin, forcing eye contact. “It’s best if you head to the plane; you’ll be safe there.”

      “What don’t you want me to know?”

      The expressionless expression falls into place, but his eyes flash with… fear? Trepidation? “Charlie.” He sighs, gripping my hand. “I don’t want to get into it, not now; my schedule is tight. Do you trust me?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Then let me take care of this. I promise, it’s nothing I can’t manage.”

      “I understand if you don’t have time to talk now, but you will tell me. I don’t like being kept in the dark.”

      He pauses to brush an escaped curl off my face. “Don’t worry about anything. I’m handling it. You’re fine.”

      It’s almost as if he’s convincing himself, and then he presses his mouth against mine. Barely parting his lips he breathes me in, touching the tip of his tongue along the length of my bottom lip. I sigh, lifting my hand to hold his cheek.

      “Let me stay with you, please.”

      He groans and kisses me, really kisses me, deep and hungry, the pent-up passion he squelched earlier raging between us. I’m just as hot for him. Speech be damned, I pull up my skirt and straddle his thighs. “Fuck, Charlie,” he murmurs into my mouth. “I can’t. I need four hours.”

      The heavy weight of his hands run up and down my legs, closer with each pass to where I need him the most, but I know he’ll never get there—not now.

      “I’ve had a really weird day,” I say and climb off him. Tugging everything in place, I’m shut down again, frustrated.

      “Baby, I know. I’ll make it right, I promise.”

      I nod and that’s it. With a final squeeze to my hand, he’s out the door. He stops for a second to direct the driver, who rushes to the vehicle and climbs in. By the time I look back, Colin is gone. I’m left alone to wonder what the hell is happening.

      “Per the senator’s instructions, I’ll have you back on the plane in twenty minutes, ma’am. Sit back and relax.”

      I roll my eyes; this day keeps getting better and better. In the span of twenty-four hours I’ve gone from miss to ma’am: fabulous.

      Traffic is heavy on the way to the airport; bumper to bumper, we barely move. I pull out my laptop and work for another twenty.

      “Is there an accident?” I ask.  

      “Must be, but nothing has been reported.”

      “Maybe we should turn around and wait for Colin. He’ll probably be done with his meeting before you can return for him.”

      “I have strict instructions, ma’am. I’m to take you to the senator’s plane and nowhere else.” He inches up to an intersection and I think we’ll arrive tomorrow.

      “Do me a favor and call me Charlie.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Right. We move an amazing ten feet and then screech to a halt. My seat belt locks. I shift against the restraint and glance outside to find a ginormous black F-150 barreling down the street perpendicular to us.

      It’s not stopping.

      We’re in its path. I’m in the path.

      I stutter out a warning and reach for the roll bar to brace for the collision.

      The huge grill roars forward. I scream and tuck my head into my shoulders just as the SUV spurs forward, pulling us up and around the next car in line.

      “Holy shit,” I pant. “He didn’t even try to stop.”

      But I’m talking to myself. The driver’s already on the phone relaying information to someone, leaving me with more questions than when I left Colin.

      What the hell is going on?

      

      I CAN’T FORGET THE crazy morning. I work for hours; select pics for the blog and social media sites, post updates, write a four-page article for Tomorrow Today and submit it to the publisher. I gorge myself on vanilla lattes and Mrs. Brenner’s double chocolate chunk brownies with fudge on top. And still the thunder of the F-150 won’t escape my brain.

      Evan pops in, smiles, and takes a seat in the furthest row. Colin arrives. Tall, broad, sun kissed from a day outside, but his expression is taut until he spots me on the couch. He relaxes next to me without a word, taking my hand and holding it in his lap. Thirty seconds later, he tilts his head back and closes his eyes, jaw grinding out more tension. I need to talk to him about yoga—his stress level is off the charts.

      “Colin?” I whisper, scrambling to my knees to get closer.

      His lids open and he looks at me, tender, just like the brush of his fingers over my cheek. And then they reach the back of my neck to hold me in place, firm and possessive. His gaze slips in intensity and my heart stumbles. There’s something there, like a mirror of my own feelings. Love. Devotion. Need.

      God, it deepens as his chest lurches. I groan and lunge forward at the same time he does. Our lips crash together. While Mrs. Brenner prepares the cabin for takeoff, he pins me to his chest and devours me, hard, hungry, controlling this kiss until he pulls a whimper from my lungs.

      He breaks away and growls, “Breathe.”

      I gasp, sucking in air as he tucks me into the crook of his neck. “My sweet Charlie,” he murmurs, rubbing my back as a shiver chases his fingers.

      “We’ll talk tonight, I promise.” He sighs. “I just need some time to decompress.”

      I nod and stay wrapped up in him until Mrs. Brenner reminds me a seatbelt is mandatory and I reluctantly slip from his lap, starving for answers and Colin McKenna.

      Engines roar, we take flight, and Colin and Evan retreat to the conference room as soon as clearance is given to walk the cabin. Judge Judy does little to occupy my roving mind, after episode one I flip to the movie channel. Ryan Gosling slams Rachel McAdams against a wall, all wet and sexy-like, reminding me of hot showers. Damn and damn again. Cosmo it is. I flip to page thirty: “You on Top, the Fierce New Secret to Success.”

      I toss it down. It’s not fair. It isn’t, I say to myself and stand. I’m a woman, damn straight, and I had a shitty, strange day. Fighting with Colin is draining; mystery men and racing cars are nerve wracking—for him and me. One step takes me toward the man who can make it all better. The second and third allow time to form a half-cocked stress relief plan. He needs it and so do I. It’s Cosmo’s fault. That magazine could give ideas to the devil on how to be sinful. Smoothing my palms along my skirt, I pause and then knock, not light, but loud—I-am-woman-hear-me-roar kind of loud.

      I don’t wait for a reply. As I step in, two heads snap up. I’ve got their attention, but I only want one. Colin.

      Evan busts out a grin and grabs his papers from the table.

      “Don’t be too long, Charlie. I need him one more time before we land.”

      He winks on his way out, and I flip the deadbolt behind him. The heavy clench of the lock settles and the only thing I hear is the heavy thud of my pulse pounding in my brain.

      I turn, loosening my hair from the band holding it in place as I do. I shake my head and it falls in waves down my back.

      Colin swallows and watches every step I take, every inch I pull my skirt up. I stop in front of him, legs apart, the barest string of lace hidden just under my hem. He licks his lips.

      “You owe me, Mr. McKenna, and I’ve come to collect.”

      He growls and reaches for me, but I swat his hands away. Finger to shoulder, I push him back in his chair. “You left me hungry and I didn’t like it.”

      I fall to my knees. His belt is an easy off. A spark lights in his already smoldering eyes and then our combined efforts take over to free him from pants and boxer briefs, just enough so I can take him in my mouth. Musk and maleness fuel my need. He grows with every lick until silk and steel come to life in my hand and drive to the back of my throat.

      “Jesus, fuck.”

      I vibrate my appreciation around his shaft and take what’s mine. Reinforce that I’m committed to whatever we’ve got between us, that I want him, want to learn how to be in a relationship, good days and bad. But it’s a give-and-take. I’m going to take everything he’s willing to give and then I’m going to force him to give me all of him.

      His cock swells on my tongue. “Baby.” A string of expletives is lost to the roar in my ears as he comes. But it’s not enough, not after I swallow and lick every last drop. I’m starving.

      I shake as I stand. His fingers steady me and push my skirt past my hips as I climb on his lap, a knee on either side of his legs. Pulling my panties aside, I take his still throbbing dick and rub him against my swollen clit, up and down and through my folds. I can’t stop watching his crown touch me, soft yet unyielding. “You feel so good.”

      He tips my chin with thumb and forefinger. “Don’t ever stop telling me what you need. Always, Charlie,” he whispers, and then he grabs my waist and sweeps me up and onto the edge of the table where he spreads my legs wide. “I need to taste you,” and he does, licking my entire length. Our mimicked groans collide and I press into him, offering myself and at the same time, demanding more.

      Wrapping his arms under and around me, he holds me open to do wicked things with his mouth. “Good God,” I cry and let my head fall back against the table. We get lost—lost in his lapping tongue and the scrape of his teeth, and we find a little bit of wild in the stroke of his finger there and oh… my…. Holy shit. Right fucking there. I scream at the unexpected fullness and arch up, his hand finding mine and holding tight as I lose a little more of myself. Our fingers tangle together and press to my stomach as he demolishes his meal and makes me come harder than I ever have before.

      “Colin…,” I whisper, barely remembering who I am and where we are. His damn mouth is awe-inspiring. “Oh, my God.”

      He chuckles. Kissing my clitoris, once, twice, he murmurs indecent things into my most sensitive place as if it’s a favorite of his. He looks up through his lashes and moves to lick and bite first one thigh and then the other, stopping to pull me up and onto his lap.

      “So good,” I murmur, just before I employ the same techniques, licking and biting into his mouth until we both can’t breathe. After a minute I pull away, gasping as I duck my head into his neck, reveling in all things Colin. He rubs my back. A minute later he has my chin again and I’m forced into eye contact.

      “Does this mean I’m a part of the mile-high club?” I ask before he can get anything out.

      At first he smiles, and then a laugh vibrates in his chest. Pushing damp hair from my forehead, he says, “You’re exactly what I need.”

      I smile. “I wanted to help you decompress, there’s time to talk later, and we will, about lots of things. But it doesn’t have to be difficult, so relax, okay? Life is a bunch of lessons—one after the other—and as long as we learn from them, we’ll get it right next time.”

      He closes his eyes for a split second. “I’m sorry about this morning. I was thoughtless—”

      I hold up a finger, forcing the next word into silence. “I don’t want you to be sorry, I want you to understand. I love being with you.” I glance at the table behind me as if it’s proof of my orgasmic ability. “It’s amazing in many ways. Other than the obvious, let’s just say for years the arctic tundra was warmer than I was toward the male population. Outside of Ali and my family, my best friend growing up was my therapist, Sylvia. She was on speed dial and I saw her three times a week. I’ve taken baby steps since my last name changed from Hilton to Carter. Baby steps that got me to you.”

      His brow crumbles into three lines. I smooth them away. “And I love the pace we’re at now. I’m better than great. I’m happy, Colin. I am. But I have limits, and this morning we almost crossed one that wouldn’t be healthy for me.”

      “I’m going to be what you need, Charlie. I’ll wake up each morning and ask myself what I can do to make you crazy about me.”

      I laugh. “I think we’ve already determined that’s true. Your mouth can make me crazy daily.” I smack a kiss on his lips and stand, smoothing all my garments in place while he watches like a hawk.

      He reaches for my hips, holding me in front of him. A world of emotion plays out on his face: self-recrimination, doubt, need. “Goddamn it, Charlie,” he groans, crushing his head into my stomach.

      “I’ve got you,” I whisper, holding him right back. Sometimes he’s such a contradiction: tough but sensitive, strong yet vulnerable. Colin McKenna has his own past that haunts him.

      One day maybe he’ll let it go and love me.

      

      TWO HOURS LATER, WE’RE back at the hotel, in bed with beer and pizza. Colin removed his shirt and pants and is eating in boxer briefs. Very un-presidential, but very, very hot. I smile, sipping my beer to hide it. He takes a huge bite from a slice and looks up. “What?” he mumbles with his mouth full.

      “Nothing, I’m enjoying the view.” And I am. His chest, tight muscles dusted with dark hair, ripped abs, the long bulge barely contained in his shorts, thick thighs. Dear baby Jesus, he’s pretty. I giggle as his eyes darken. “Don’t get any ideas. I’m hungry for food this time.”

      “Okay, but let me know if you change your mind. I’m more than happy to comply.” He winks and rips another bite from the slice.

      Sparks in my nether region tell me I like his offer. “I’ll be sure to let you know.”

      But for the next fifteen minutes we focus on baseball, the Red Sox working on a no-hitter, and finishing off the large pepperoni and cheese. The man can eat. When the box is empty, I clear it from the bed and test his mood. “I thought the Montgomerys were in Kansas City. Why didn’t we see them?” I watch for lines between his eyes, tension in his jaw, but he stays smooth and relaxed, stretching out his legs and leaning up on his elbow.

      “They were there, but kept to their own itinerary. Ella assisted with some door-to-door campaigns. John had a fundraiser.”

      “They stayed behind?”

      He nods. “Captain Greene turned around after dropping us off. They’ll be here in the morning.”

      “Are you keeping them away from me?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he answers and then takes a long drag from his bottle, watching me as he does.

      I smile. “Why?”

      “I promised to protect you, Charlie. I’ve done a shit job of it so far, but some things are in my control, and the Montgomerys are one of them. Ella and you are like sugar and vinegar: you’re sweet and she’s distasteful.” He drains his beer and sets it on the side table. “Everyone in that family is difficult. I recognize my parents and friends—the people important to me”—he reaches for my hand and winds our fingers together—“find them off-putting at best, so I’ve chosen to keep them separate from us.”

      “Is that why they weren’t invited to the Kellys’ party?”

      He nods. “For the most part. The Kellys and Montgomerys have vastly disparate beliefs. They couldn’t be further apart in principles.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Shrugging, he says, “The Kellys value family and loyalty above all else; they’re a close group that support and love each other through the highs and lows in life.”

      “A lot like you.”

      A small half smile appears, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Maybe. The Montgomerys are not as tight. John and his wife, Joan, barely speak to one another anymore. John’s career always took precedence over his family and then when Abby and Sara died….” He glances at our fingers as he starts a mini thumb-war. “When they died the family fell apart.”

      I wait until he looks at me to ask, “What is it about John and Ella that binds you to them?”

      “It’s complicated.” He sighs. “I was a part of their circle for a long time, friends with Ella before I began dating and then married Abby. That entire time I was ensconced in their world and had their unerring support of my career.

      “When my family fell apart it didn’t affect John’s approval and advocacy of either of those things. He’s a political machine, the connections he has, his knowledge, all of it.”

      Colin rolls over to lay his head on my thigh and my hand goes directly to his hair, stroking. He closes his eyes. “I don’t want them to interfere with what we have. You’re important to me, Charlie. I’ll take whatever steps necessary to keep you safe and happy, I promise you my actions this morning—they won’t happen again, and I won’t subject you to the Montgomerys negativity. I decided after our visit to New York you shouldn’t have to endure another encounter such as the one you did. I’ve tried very hard to establish boundaries with John and Ella when it comes to you.”

      My heart races. God, I love this man. I work my way down to lie with him face-to-face, and he holds my hip, clad only in a pair of panties and tank top that meets the lace. Heat follows the pads of his fingers as he traces a circular pattern on my skin, and the very near reality that I’m going to miss him for six days makes my chest ache.

      Suddenly every minute we have is very important. “What time are you leaving tomorrow?”

      “Eight. Why don’t you come with me?” His casual tone belies the tense grip he now has on my outer thigh.

      “I can’t do that. Your meeting is behind closed doors; even Evan isn’t attending.”

      “Scott’s offices are near a shopping district and an art museum. You could spend the morning there. I’ll be out by two; we could eat downtown.”

      “Tempting, but while you’re in a business suit, I’ll be in my bathing suit by the pool. It’s ninety degrees in Florida.” I shake his shoulder and smile. “You’re dealing with a girl from Michigan. We don’t see this kind of weather until mid-July. Florida is the tropics to us.”

      Three lines appear between his eyes. “Charlie….” He’s using that tone, the you-will-do-as-I-say tone and salute me after. My woman parts like this tone and I inch closer to feel up the sexy indent above his waistband, also known as an oblique, also known as the perfect handle to grab as he fucks me into tomorrow.

      “Yes?”

      “Come with me.”

      “No.”

      He huffs and rolls to his back. I climb on top of him, straddling his stomach. “I’ve asked you to tell me what’s going on and you won’t, so I’ll make decisions based on what I want to do, and I want to play poolside.”

      His hands are hot on my thighs; up and down they stroke and I squeeze him beneath me. “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      “Tell me,” I growl.

      He hesitates and looks a bit sick as he swallows. “There’s an overly zealous campaign fanatic out there who wants my attention, that’s all.”  

      “That’s all?” I squeak. “What the hell, Colin? Are we talking about a stalker?”

      “It hasn’t reached that definition at this point, but there is someone following my campaign closely.”

      “That’s what Evan pulled you aside to discuss.”

      “Yes.”

      “What was in the envelope?”

      He sighs. “A note, similar to a few others in which they plot out my schedule, nothing serious.”  

      “What about the truck?” Oh, God. My pulse is near explosive levels.  

      “Hey,” he says, pulling me down and tucking my chin into his neck. “Everything’s fine. It was unrelated. The police spoke to the driver five minutes after the near collision. He was texting. Apparently he had no idea he almost hit you.”

      I nod and hold Colin tighter than before.

      “I don’t want you to worry,” he whispers into my forehead. Pressing his mouth there reminds me just how much this man means to me.

      “It’s not me I’m worried about. I’m not the one with some crazy stalker who’s trying to get my attention. What are you doing for protection? Doesn’t the Secret Service get involved in issues like this?”

      “The Service is assigned once the candidate is confirmed. Until then, my own security detail will be with us from event to event. Everything is fine.”

      “Colin, I—”

      “Please, Charlie. I’ve got it covered. If you prefer to stay at the hotel, I ask that you stay on campus. You’ll have a member of the security team assigned to you anywhere you go; you will not be alone, ever. Your stunt this morning almost gave Phil and his team a collective coronary. They weren’t expecting an early morning run so no one was with you. Can you do that for me?”

      “I think someone was following me,” I admit and shiver. “At first I thought it was you running to catch up to me, but then on some level I knew it wasn’t and I got scared.”

      His fingers dig into my ass. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t realize it was important at the time. I had no idea this was happening.”

      “Charlie, never again, do you understand me? Never again are you to leave without me or someone from the security team.”

      “Yes.” I give my consent. “But you realize I wouldn’t have gone out had I known. You need to tell me what’s going on. I can handle it, Colin, I can.” Crap. I hug him, tight, and breathe in sandalwood and my own fear. “I’m afraid you’ll get hurt.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to me. It’s probably a woman who can’t stop staring at my face. I get that a lot, you know.”

      “Not funny. Promise me you’ll be careful.”

      “I promise. And you need to do the same. Listen to me when I ask you to do something, and no more early morning runs unless you plan them with me.” He tilts my chin up so our eyes lock. “I worry about you too.”

      Damn. My stomach somersaults and I almost blurt out I love you, but instead say, “Please be careful. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “I will, baby. I’ll take care of everything.”

      He will, I know he will. I’ve given Colin McKenna more than my heart. He has my trust.
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      HARLIE?”

      “Hmm?”

      Colin nuzzles my neck, kissing his way up my jaw until he finds my lips. He is minty fresh. As I open my eyes, my vision is filled with freshly shaven, beautiful blue-eyed Colin McKenna. “Morning.” I run my hands up his arms, which are pressed on either side of my head, up to his shoulders to cup his cheeks. White shirt, black tie, and fully suited. Damn.

      His smile is breathtaking, and so is the dimple. “Good morning yourself, baby.”

      “Come back to bed?”

      Pressing his lips into my forehead, he says, “You’re more than tempting.” He kisses my nose and then mouth, sweeping his tongue against mine and teasing me long enough that my pulse beats between my thighs.

      “Hmmm, you’re not going to, are you?” I squirm because he’s getting me worked up and he’s going off to work. Damn again.  

      He grins against me. “I can’t, the driver is downstairs waiting. Remember what you promised: stay at the hotel.” He eyes me suspiciously, as if I may make a break for it.

      “You promised too. Be careful.”

      “Always. Shall I look for you by the pool when I get back?”

      That brightens my mood. “Yes. While I wait for you, I’ll find someone to rub sunscreen on my back. Ivory skin and all that jazz—wouldn’t want to get a burn.”

      That does it. His eyes storm over. Without a word, he grips my chin and very deliberately, slowly moves his lips against mine. Pressing me against the pillow he devours my mouth, tasting and demanding an exact response. My hands are in his hair, pulling him into me.

      I grab his tie with every intention of stripping him; the driver can wait. And then my arms are flat against the mattress, pinned by Colin McKenna. I groan as he bites my bottom lip, the piercing sensation has a direct connection to my clit. Oh, for the love of God. I lose myself as he dives deeper into me, biting, licking, sucking and my body bursts, a flush dampening my panties.

      He groans as I give just as good as I get. But then he breaks away. I try to follow but I’m a prisoner, held captive with his hands pinning mine.

      “Don’t bait me, Charlie,” he says in that tone, eyes piercing. “I’ll see you by the pool later, and I better not learn another man has touched you.” He releases me and straightens. Turning without another word, he leaves me to watch him button his jacket and walk out the door.

      Shit. I lie there, all alone and panting against the mattress, missing him already. I shouldn’t have pushed him; for whatever reason he gets jealous.

      I’m determined to enjoy our last two days before I head home. I roll onto his pillow and breathe out my sadness. It’s irrational. I’ve lived without him for twenty-nine years, why does it all of a sudden feel like I’m leaving the most vital part of me behind? As I reach underneath the pillow I run into a piece of paper.

      

      I’m lost in you.

      Colin

       

      I hold it to my chest, tearing up. I never imagined love felt like this—this beautiful and terrifying gift that has unlocked my soul, demands I live and seek out more than what I had. At the same time, it awoke the possibility of feeling the same kind of devotion in return. And now that the chance exists, I’m going to fight for the dream to come true.

      

      THE SUN IS HOT, my swimsuit hotter, in a 1950s bombshell kind of way. I can rock vintage glam and I can’t wait for Colin to see my new strapless one-piece that accentuates all of my curves. But let’s be real. I’m as pale as the whitecaps rolling onto the beach, so the ten coats of sunscreen are necessary—unless I’d like to go home more lobster than sun bunny.

      As I finish my final lather to my thighs, a shadow blocks my light. I glance up, seeing legs first, thick with a fine dusting of blonde hair, muscular calves and thighs, tight shorts, wide chest. He’s nice looking but blocking my view of the ginormous pool. Water beads all over said parts and his hair is slicked back from a recent swim. Glasses cover his eyes, but the weight of his stare is heavy and hangs on for too long. Maybe the pin-up look was a bad idea.

      I smile because I bought the suit for Colin, but that was the wrong move. Mr. Swimmer thinks it was for him and he sits on the lounger next to me. “Charlie, it’s nice to see you.”

      Hair bristles at my nape. Weird. I take a peek behind me to the men roasting in black slacks ten feet away. Colin wasn’t kidding when he said I’d have protection: two very large, hostile, come-near-her-and-I-will-draw-a-weapon kind of protection.

      They haven’t moved but for the sweat dripping down their temples, so I’m assuming all is well.

      “Alex Miller,” he says, reaching out in greeting. “Friend from Blake’s fundraiser.”

      “Hey,” I say and take his hand. “What are you doing in Florida?”

      “Business in Orlando. I came down on Sunday for a few days in the sun before I get into my presentation tomorrow.” He waves over a waitress. “Can I buy you a drink? I just ordered one myself and then I noticed you here.”

      “Sure, I’d love a mimosa.”

      He orders and then sinks back onto the chair while we wait.

      “What is it that you do?” I ask.

      “Natural products for pools—less expensive than saltwater and better for you than chlorine. We’re finally on to the rollout phase, pitching to Florida suppliers this week.”

      “Do you travel often?” 

      “This spring and into the summer I’ll spend a lot of time on the road.”

      “Where’s the next stop?” I ask at the same time fumbling to raise the lounger.

      Alex pops up. “Here, let me help you. I’ll be in and out of every state east of Mississippi and south of Kentucky over the next few weeks.”

      He brushes against my shoulder as he pulls away and an uncomfortable shiver sparks down my spine.

      “There, that should do it.” He retreats as our beverages arrive. “Cheers,” he says, raising his glass to mine.

      “So, you were telling me about your upcoming travel schedule.” I pause to sip my drink. “It must be hard to be away from home.”

      He shrugs and looks out to the gulf. “I don’t have a family to miss me. It’s easy for the single guy to go on the road. Anyway, where’s home for you?”

      “Michigan, born and raised. The only time I’ve been out of the state was a trip to Disney when I was eighteen and then to visit my sister at school. I guess that makes me a homebody.” I really am sheltered. This job and Colin are blazing a new path of discovery for Charlie Carter.

      I smile but Alex looks like his gin and tonic is sour. He stands and an electric pull settles in behind me.

      “Colin, I just sat down with Charlie. For a drink. I didn’t know she would be here.”

      “Alex.”

      Colin’s fingers brush my shoulder and I lean in to him; this is the kind of shiver I like.

      “Why are you here?”

      I glance at Colin and narrow my eyes at his sharp tone. But then I get lost in him. Colin McKenna in a swimsuit is something to see. If I could whistle, I would do it. A two-inch navy line rims the waist of his sky-blue suit. It doesn’t hit mid-thigh, more boxer brief than board short, and I’m not the only one appreciating the view. Every woman here is staring. I glare, and then claim him with a hand to the back of his leg, fingers reaching under the hemline of the Lycra. Mine. I’d growl, but that might be taking things a bit too far.

      Colin looks down and smiles.

      “Excuse me,” Alex interjects. I drive my gaze away from my sex god to his friend. “Nice to see you, Charlie. Enjoy the sun.”

      “Thanks for the cocktail.” I wave as he walks away.

      Colin stares after him until he exits the swimming area. His expressionless expression is in place until he looks at me. And then his eyes churn like a tidal wave. Oh my. This man is hot and he’s hot for me and my body too. He drags a lingering look from the tips of my toes, up my legs, over the apex of my thighs, stomach, breasts and then my mouth and hair.

      “Like what you see, Senator?”

      He leans down, planting a fist on either side of my hips, and his lips hover next to my ear. “I want to strip you bare, Charlie. I want my mouth on you until you’re screaming my name and pulling my hair.”

      Shit. I squirm as he leans away. He can’t say things like that unless he means it. “Okay.” 

      A slow, wicked grin relaxes his face as he sits on the edge of the lounger, in front of my legs. “What are you drinking, baby?”

      I love it when he calls me that; it makes my heart swell and my groin ache. I beam at him.

      The waitress appears, spending way too much time enjoying my view. But Colin doesn’t pay her more than a second’s attention before turning back to me, his grin spreading into a dimple. “You’re stunning.”

      “Thank you. I bought my suit this morning; I’m glad you like it.”

      His brow rises. “I’m quite certain every man here likes it. What else did you do while I was away?”

      “Not much. I got a pedi.” Pulling one of my feet in front of him I place it in his lap, wiggling my bright pink toes. Colin wraps his fingers around my foot to study the polished nails and begins to massage it.

      “Very nice.”

      “And I bought a magazine.”

      “What, by chance, were you reading about today?” 

      “Nothing much.” A blush rushes up my chest and into my cheeks.

      “Then why are you turning red?” His drink arrives and he sips, waiting with an arched brow for my response.

      “If you must know, I will tell you.” I sigh. “Colin, I have zero experience, other than with you. I feel slightly inadequate in the seduction and sex department, so true to form, I have decided to complete some research. With Cosmo.”

      “Charlie.” He chuckles, shaking his head. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted. I have never been happier or more gratified with my sex life than during these last months with you.”

      I roll my eyes, incredulous.

      “Look at me,” he says in that tone. “I’m serious; you’re amazing. I’m more than satisfied. I’m astounded by you.”

      “Okay, enough, you’re making me blush again.” I push away so I don’t jump on him in broad daylight—that would be some headline: “Redhead Accosts Senator Poolside, Charges Pending.”

      “Anyway, I was reading until Alex found me.”

      His lip curls.

      “You don’t like him, do you?” I ask.

      “Not much, no. He was Aiden’s friend more than mine. Alex was a loner, so he brought him into the fold of our group.”

      “Your mom told me he’s friends with Ella, too?”

      Colin hesitates. “They met through me. He didn’t bother you, did he?”

      “We were just making small talk.” His short answers are frustrating, but I don’t poke for a broader answer because Evan walks up, very much in his element—the California surfer boy finally by some water. Hawaiian floral board shorts look as natural as his business suit. He’s leaner than Colin, but his entrance garners as much attention.

      I laugh when he rubs his chest, and looks around, appraising his options. “What?” he says, as he sits on the lounge chair Alex left open.

      “You’re so full of shit, Evan Daugherty.”

      He smiles. “Not shit, Charlie. Just confidence.”

      “Ugh, you sound like my sister.”

      “You’ve said that before. I think I’d like to meet her. But until I do, I’m enjoying a much-needed afternoon away from politics. You really need to speak with your boyfriend about time off. His piss-poor benefit package needs fine-tuning.”

      My heart races into a pitter-patter: boyfriend? Colin’s fingers don’t miss a beat with my foot.

      “You get into trouble with too much free time.”

      Watching a blonde walk past in the skimpiest two-piece bikini I have ever seen, Evan answers, “You may be right.” We watch as he hops up and heads to the bar at the far side of the pool.

      Colin drags his fingers from my calf to thigh. “And you, my sweet Charlie, what would you like to do?”

      I’d like to rush him upstairs and into bed, but instead of holing away in our room all day I decide on an outdoor sport and he agrees to swim with me. We’re up and setting our drinks down when I remember my back.

      I turn and lean down for my sunscreen and push my ass into Colin’s crotch. Oops. He groans so I linger and wiggle until he tugs my hair, almost playful, but not. I giggle and hand him the lotion over my shoulder.

      “Do you think you can win at this game?” he asks in my ear.

      “God, I hope not.”

      He mumbles some very choice words about how I’m going to pay for a sassy mouth with my mouth while he rubs and rubs and rubs. Damn him. He ends with a kiss to my neck and then he pounces. Hand on my arm, he turns me so fast I don’t have time to scream before I’m over his shoulder.

      “You wouldn’t.” I spank his ass. It’s tight and flexing as he takes us to the edge of the shimmering water.

      “I might,” he says, bending so I fall into a cradle next to his chest.

      “But not now.” I cling to his neck, not afraid to beg.

      He smiles and then jumps, tossing me at the same time.

      Cold, freezing cold. The sting shoots up my spine and I surface, sputtering. Colin grabs me, but before he pulls me in I slip beneath the water to slick back my hair, and then come up, hands sliding to his shoulders, legs around his waist. The bulge in his shorts presses into me just where I like it, so I grind down in retaliation.

      “Don’t move,” he growls, steadying my hips as I pulse into naughty thoughts. I’d like to kiss him, but we’re already pushing boundaries in public. I suppose that’s why he scheduled our stay at the posh private resort, so we could play with few people paying attention. To get my body back in line with our location, I look to the rock wall on the far side and his gaze follows.

      “I’ll race you,” he says, and then it’s game on. Using him as a springboard, I jump off without warning. My parents believe kids should be busy, so our after-school routine consisted of volleyball, softball, soccer, and swimming. And I was good at the fifty-meter freestyle.

      I almost beat him, but his last minute push and lengthy arm reach give him a slight advantage.

      His smirk is too much. I fool him with a congratulatory kiss and then with hands on his shoulders, I use my entire body weight to sink him under water. He laughs when breaking the surface, but I know him and try like hell to get away. As I dive, he grabs my waist, and using the rock wall as leverage throws me three feet. I beg for mercy when I pop free and he pulls me close. This time I play nice, leaving my legs to hang limp next to him. Laying my hands on his biceps, I work to catch my breath. Colin’s eyes narrow as he scans my chest and then yanks me against him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Cover yourself,” he snaps.

      I look down. Shit, my suit slipped. My already racing pulse skyrockets.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, tugging it up.

      “It’s not your fault.” The words are conciliatory, but his tone is hard. “I can’t stand that someone might see you.” He looks around.

      I scan the pool and surrounding area to gauge the reactions on the dozen or so faces. No one appears amused or is studying our antics, but I sink in the water and closer to Colin. My unplanned exposé would be embarrassing for me, but downright scandalous for him.
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      OLIN HAS HIS HANDS on me. In fact, it’s been hard for him to keep them to himself since we met poolside. He’s different. It’s not just the touching but his constant stare, as though if he doesn’t hold me or see me, I may disappear. And I will in thirty-two hours.

      Time is ticking toward my departing flight and every minute we spend together seems to find us inextricably closer. So from swimming to lounging to showering and dressing, we talk about everything and nothing. Elementary school best friends, Evan and Ali, my ungodly fear of crows because of Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds, pets in the past and his hopes for a chocolate lab in the future, my guitar and how it helped bring me out of my shell, little things, big things, and everything that all at once makes it seem like two puzzles fell into the same box and the pieces work together to form a beautiful picture.

      But on the way to the restaurant for dinner his silence becomes deafening when I ask about girlfriends. He begrudgingly admits to high school love, Becca Johnson, and in college it was Liv Gordon, but then he clams up. I let him have a moment as we walk in and become two of the fifty or so other diners at the Seaside Escape. The entire dining area is open, exposed to white sand and the rising tide of the gulf as it rolls in. A soft breeze manages to tame the evening heat as the sun hovers over the horizon in the distance.

      We’re directed to a table with a great view and after drink orders are taken, he leans over to kiss me. Just a touch of his lips, but it makes me shiver just the same. Although the atmosphere here is casual, wood beams wound with string lights and thick rope, it’s more than romantic with the natural beauty painted before us. We sit with his fingers playing with mine, and watch the sky cast blurred layers of orange and pink as daylight comes to a close. Soon the only thing that remains is the leftover painter’s palette in the distance and seagulls flying over the water. Cocktails arrive and Colin orders dinner.

      But with romance still top of mind, I ask, “How did your parents meet?”

      He shrugs. “My dad fell for Mom in the sixth grade, but she despised him.”

      “When did she realize he was the one?” I ask.

      “Not until high school. They were friends through middle school, after she learned to put up with his incessant pledges of love.”

       “That’s sweet.”

      “Not to the president of the student council, who only had eyes for the captain of the football team. Dad was a mess until freshman year when Mom finally gave in and went on a date with him. They’ve been together ever since.”

      “When did they get married?”

      “Just after college. I came a year later and Ryanne when I was five.”

      “Tell me about your sister.”

      “So curious today, Charlie,” he says.

      “I’m interested in everything about you.” I tilt my head to look at him and the insanely snug T-shirt clinging to his chest and arms. Casual Colin is better than the sunset.

      Squeezing our linked hands, he says, “I don’t mind. She’s a Nurse Practitioner at Massachusetts General. That’s where she met her fiancée, Brett. He’s an orthopedic surgeon.”

      “She works with him?”

      He laughs. “No, he did my dad’s knee replacement.”

      “Love at first joint.” I giggle but his face falls. The levity we were enjoying is sucked out to sea with a gust of wind and a newfound tension stiffens his shoulders.

      “I guess that’s how it happened for them.”

      “How was it for you with Abby; did you know right away?”

      “Charlie,” he says with an ounce of warning.

      I’ve pushed him in the corner, partly on purpose hoping he’d open up and release the sadness that’s a constant companion in his eyes. Even when he laughs and smiles there are shadows there, but for us to have any sort of a future he needs to sort them out. “You never talk about her.”

      “I’ve told you I don’t like to.”

      “I’m trying to understand.” He looks out toward the water, our fingers rolling together.

      “She was beautiful,” he whispers. “I suppose I fell fast. I wanted to have someone with me.”

      “You wanted a family?”

      His gaze remains disconnected. “Very much. I grew up with such a strong sense of family; I wanted to have the same for myself.”

      “So you had a baby?” I watch him carefully, looking for his reaction and it comes in crashing waves, much like the ocean when a storm makes it angry. It hits first and then shock when pain grips him.

      He shifts away. Releasing my hand, he toys with the paper label around his bottle, all the while looking at the simmering sky—looking anywhere but at me. Minutes pass in silence and my heart thumps, uncomfortable. Finally he says, “I won’t discuss that topic. Don’t ask me again.”

      “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “I’ve told you before, Abby isn’t an easy topic for me. The child is absolutely something I will not discuss. I can’t make it clearer than this, Charlie.”

      He stares for moments, devoid of feeling, so much like the first night we were together. Colin has an emotional limit. I drive him against it, and when I do he pushes me away. My stomach churns. Maybe we’re meant for each other, two fucked-up souls mucking through the waters together.

      “I’m sorry.” He sighs. “One day I’ll tell you, but not now.”

      I nod. “I didn’t realize how hurtful the topic is for you.”

      “It’s something I try not to think about.”

      “Maybe you need to confront your demons.” I grab for his hand. “I’ll help you get past them.”

      The sad half smile does nothing for reassurance. “It’s not that easy. In one moment, the future I thought belonged to me was destroyed. I’ve spent years trying to forget and you’re asking me to remember.”

      “I am. It may be the only way to truly move beyond it; deal with the past so you can have a future free of pain.” So you can have a future with me. “I had to do it. After I was raped, and the other… decision was made, I shut down. I could barely even speak to Ali.”

      Colin’s jaw works back and forth in a tense clench. He doesn’t like to hear me talk about Shane Roberts.

      “When I came to the Carters and after….” I wave away toward the sand so I don’t have to say it. “For a long time I ignored what happened. I’d push thoughts of it and Shane to a corner in my mind; I’d do anything to forget, but it didn’t work.” I lean in and take his chin the way he does mine. “All the fear and sorrow channeled into other outlets and it was usually self-deprecating—I never felt worthy of anything, certainly not affection. I couldn’t love myself; how could I let anyone else love me? I pushed away everyone except Ali.” Even now it’s hard to remember the pain I saw on my parents’ faces and their struggle to help me. Colin’s expressionless expression is in place, but his eyes come alive, compassion sparking in the blue depths.

      “That’s when Mom found Sylvia and eventually I told her every sordid detail, including how I felt when it happened and at the time of the telling. It wasn’t a cure, but it allowed me a new beginning with my family, the fresh start I prayed for every night while I was in foster care. I started to let Shane Roberts stay in my past so he didn’t prevent me from having some sort of a future. That was another turning point for me, and I’ve had a few.” I move my hand to caress his cheek. “There’s something cathartic in talking about the pain. Let it out of your heart so it doesn’t cripple you.”

      He waits a beat and then leans in to my palm. “Are you going to be my counselor, Charlie? Lay me down on a couch until I bare my soul?”

      I know he’s directing our conversation away from his hard truth and I let him. “There are lots of things I’d like to lay you down on, buck naked as the day you were born, but counseling you isn’t what I had in mind.”

      And just as he smiles a platter of steaming food arrives, along with two plates, handy wipes, and a bib. Colin holds it out to me.

      “Your dress is beautiful. You may want to take precautions to save it from sure death by barbeque sauce.”

      I roll my eyes, but snatch the apron-like thing from him just in case it becomes a necessary accessory.

      “You’ll love this, trust me. Chicken wings, shrimp, scallops, slow-cooked ribs, homemade coleslaw, corn on the cob, and warm bread.”

      “Holy moly.” My eyes widen. “How in the world is it possible to eat all this?”

      “We only need to try, baby.” He smiles and sets a plate in front of me.

      We work through the food slowly, his appetite bigger than mine. It’s delicious. I’m licking the sauce from my fingers after finishing a wing, when we’re interrupted by a cowboy, Wranglers and a hat to boot.

      “Senator McKenna?” he asks. His grin explodes on a lined face when Colin offers his hand.

      “Billy Adkins. It’s an honor to have you here at my place. Everything has met your standards?” His eyes sweep to me, and they widen as he stares.

      “It’s excellent, one of my favorite locations when I’m in the Tampa area.”

      “Uhh, Senator.” Billy blushes. I smile as he shuffles his foot. “I’d like to get a picture with you if you wouldn’t mind. We keep a wall of photos over there by the entrance and I’d be real honored if I could get one of you.”

      Colin eases off his stool with the grace of someone who experiences this often. “Sure.” But as he says it, he reaches for me to join them.

      I mouth the word no but he tugs me to my feet. Billy lines us up with the sky at our back, a server waiting with a camera. Colin’s steady hand on my lower back drops and he smacks my ass. My squeak is lost in his laugh and then I’m blinded by the pop flash as the picture is taken. I glare at him while he smiles, damn dimple and all.

      “Dinner’s on me, Senator. You have my vote and my wife’s too. Wait till I tell her you were here.” He shakes his head. “She’ll have my ass, err….” Billy pulls his hat off and mumbles ma’am in my direction. “Well, thank you both again. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      As we settle into our seats, I ask Colin, “Does this happen a lot?”

      “Sometimes.” His smile, leftover from the tap to my butt, dissolves.

      “Comes along with saving the country?”

      His brow draws down tight into three lines. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Tell me why you’re upset.”

      “I… wasn’t sure how you would react to the interruption or the breach to your privacy.” Flicking his gaze to mine, I wait for him to continue. But he looks stupefied when he does, bewildered by what he’s about to say. “I wanted you in the picture with me, but I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

      My chest hurts. I rub over my collarbone and the back of my neck to ease the tension creeping in. I don’t know if I should laugh at his dazed confession or cry because it hurts him to want me.

      “I didn’t consider it an intrusion. I’m proud of you. Your ability to elicit this kind of response from so many, all because of your integrity and pure genius, amazes me.” Anxiety squeezes out the last few words with a faltering scratch. “But why is wanting me so difficult?”

      He flinches. “Charlie, it doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

      Anger flares up and out of my mouth. “Don’t you dare tell me it’s not you, it’s me. I’m trying to understand, Colin, but you don’t share anything about your past or why you’re like this.” By the sound of his sharp inhale, I’d say that got his attention. Our eyes lock and I watch him as I breathe through my frustration. I don’t want to keep begging him for information.

      “I’m afraid.”

      What? “You’re the strongest person I know; fear isn’t in your repertoire.”

      He leans forward. “Give me your hand.” The tone that draws out my obedience does little to ease my temper, but my body responds and I let him have the connection he seeks. “I’m afraid to trust myself. It’s easy to be with you, baby.” His smile soothes my ragged emotions and the rigidity in my fingers dissolves. “I want so badly to have faith in my reaction to you and you to me.”

      “You doubt how I feel about you?” Incredulity has me seeking separation again, but he holds tight.

      “That’s a part of it, yes.”

      I gape at him. Heat burns up my chest and paints my cheeks in a flush.

      “Charlie, please—”

      I hold up my free hand for silence. “I don’t know what to say.” I swallow my shock and it settles in my stomach with the acid eating away at me. Dinner isn’t sitting well and neither is his confession. “I’ve bared my soul to you, shared something only three other people in my world know about me, but you can’t trust me? What more can I do?”

      He closes his eyes for a split second. I know, he mouths. “I’m grateful for your honesty and the trust you’ve shown to share your darkest pain. You’re a million years ahead of me. The wound I suffered with Abby is fresh, still very real. But when we’re together, you and me, when it’s Charlie and Colin, I forget all of it and dive into a true relationship again, not just physical intimacy. We have that.” He tugs me closer, but I won’t be swayed. Desperation drags his brow down into three lines and he inches near me. “I get lost in you. Everything disappears and I want you by my side every day, all day. I want to be with you, really be with you. Tell the world we’re together, and then reality weighs me down. I’m a lot to take on.”

      He hangs his head as if what comes next is his breaking point. “I can’t get over the past and give you everything you deserve, but I won’t give you up. I won’t let you leave me.”

      My heart thumps hard beats. “What brought this on?”

      He looks up and glances in Billy’s direction. “Instinctively wanting you in the picture and forcing you to stand by my side when it was taken. The next six months are going to get more and more challenging: the press, the people…. My privacy, our privacy will become nonexistent.” He takes a deep breath. “I thought we were safe here. I was wrong. It doesn’t matter where we go, from here on out the spotlight will focus on us both—if I’m elected it will only get worse.”

      “Are you having second thoughts?” My voice quivers with the soft question. “Are you ashamed to be with me?”

      “No, Charlie. God no.” He’s emphatic. “I’m asking so much of you. From this moment on, your world will change. At any time in the foreseeable future your picture could be on the cover of every magazine in the country, the world for that matter. But the only commitment I can give you is this. I can’t let you go.”

      I close my eyes and close him out. He’s so tempting. I can’t let him sway my thoughts into something not right for me. Hiding in the shadows is my comfort zone. The spotlight is more for Ali than me, and Colin is the most public figure in America right now. The number-one photographed man in the world, with his good looks, the hunt for the presidency, the infatuation within the political arena, and fan girls everywhere demanding the press feed their insatiable desires for Colin McKenna.

      But besides all that, I’m amazed for the first time he’s really talking and it’s about a future with me in it. From where I sit, we were never very casual. Commitment may not have come with our sexual relationship, but we’ve been monogamous and clearly connected. From the first night in Albany we’ve shared a room, a bed, a shower, morning coffee. Our movements synced. We’ve grown together and his confession is taking us down another uncharted path. He wants me with him, everywhere as well as always. Adding public acknowledgement is as good as stating a new level of commitment.

      I open my eyes to find him watching me, intensely concentrating on the range of emotions that must have flitted across my features. “I’ll get used to the spotlight and camera flashes. I want to be wherever you are, Colin. I’m not afraid of that, whatever it brings.”

      His mouth parts. Breathing out a sigh, he stands and pulls me from my seat. He flicks a brief wave to Billy, and then tugs me behind him and out of the restaurant, down the few steps until we hit white sand. With the full moon lighting the way, we walk down the beach. When we’re surrounded by a thick grove of mangrove trees on one side and the gulf on the other, he pivots to face me. “I don’t want to hide anymore. Yesterday at the school I wanted you by me, all day, behind the scenes and on stage. I want the freedom to laugh when you suck on strawberries.”

      I push out my bottom lip, but it tugs up to a half smile. “It was supposed to be seductive.”

      He grins, and reaches to cup my cheek. “You don’t need to seduce me. I’m yours.” Leaning in, he kisses me. He’s soft, a mix of sweet barbeque, beer, and Colin. Fingers finding and digging into my hips, he pulls me flush against him. I whimper, giving in to hard lines and heat. And now he’s hungry, taunting my tongue to play a deep, wicked game that has my pulse soaring. Breaking away, he presses his forehead to mine. “I’m an honest man; I don’t want to hide you, waiting for someone else to figure out we’re together and try to paint it in an unfair light. Charlie, I want you to do it. Tell the world we’re together, write an article for the magazine or put it on the blog. You have carte blanche to do whatever you believe is right.”

      Me? “Don’t make a rash decision; think it through. I’m not exactly the type of woman America wants by your side.”

      He growls and wrenches me closer. “The world will fall for you just as I have. You’re irresistible.” He smiles his dazzling, all-American I-can-make-you-believe-anything-I-want-you-to-believe smile and I do. I believe him, because I want it so badly to be true.

      “I’m sure, Charlie. Are you?”

      His eyes spark and I think about a future with him in it. “Yes,” I breathe without further consideration of the complications I could cause for him or what it will mean for me. He’s more important than anything else.

      A dimple pops on his cheek and then his brow falls. Wrenching me into an impossibly tight hold, he buries his head in my neck and murmurs, “God, I’m going to miss you, so damn much.” And then he drags his mouth to mine with an intensity I haven’t felt from him until this moment. His lips worship and his tongue strokes my body into a needy inferno.

      Panting, I pull away and say, “Come with me.”
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      Y DEMAND QUICKENS OUR steps, and in minutes we hit the hotel grounds and another finds us entering our suite. When the door swings shut and the lock seals us in, I turn to whisper, “I have a surprise for you.”

      “If it involves you naked in bed—”

      I press my finger to his mouth, containing his sinful smirk. I’ve formulated a dirty plan to wipe it clean. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if you’ve seen it before.” His lids sink and my stomach falls with them. This is going to be fun.

      Fighting off his groping hands, I back into the bedroom giggling. Blocking another advance, I state my first command. “Take your shirt off and lie down.” 

      His right brow rises, but I don’t wait for commentary before grabbing my bag on the way to the bathroom.

      I pray the newest edition of Cosmo is giving good advice. Laughing, I pull out the black-and-magenta teddy I bought the other day. I haven’t tried it on and suddenly the barely there lace and little strings are causing second thoughts.

      My boobs and hips may stretch it thin, but what’s the worst-case scenario? We get a good laugh, and I can deal with humor if that’s where we end up. Stripping out of my sundress, I complete a fresh check and then step into seduction at its best. Magenta ribbons weave under the see-through cups and tie into a bow between my breasts. Lace falls beneath them in a flyaway cut. My nipples pearl with the anticipation of his teeth, the suction of his mouth and I slip on the matching G-string.

      Colin’s magenta tie is the final accessory. As I hang it loosely around my neck, I glance to the mirror. I like what I see. My body has changed over the last few months, the curve of my hips still present with a clear hourglass indentation between them and my chest, yet I’m firm, lithe even. Turning, I wiggle my butt and enjoy the smooth roundness and the curve into the small of my back.

      With a last fluff to my loose curls, I open the door. Lying on the bed, hands folded beneath his head, he’s naked from the waist up. Tan, defined, and brushed with dark hair, my Colin is mouthwatering with the fly of his jeans unbuttoned.

      A sharp inhale slices the silence as he props himself onto his elbows for a better view.

      “Charlie,” he whispers as he looks me over, taking in every detail and catching on the barely there panties. A flush of warmth readies my body and my racing pulse thrums in my neck, my clit, everywhere. Dark, mesmerizing lust rolls off him while his gaze hangs on my breasts until they’re tender and heavy. Finally, our eyes meet; his are hot and tempting, and I’m tempted. I have been for a long time. Now the attraction is more than I bargained for. A future with Colin, but will we stand a chance if he doesn’t trust my feelings? I can’t say the words, and if I did he wouldn’t believe them, so tonight he’ll feel it in my actions.

      I approach slowly, one foot in front of the other until the mattress hits my knees. Tie in hand, I slide it between my fingers. “Will you play with me?”

      He swallows but remains silent so I speak for him. “I ache for you, always. When you’re absent—I’m empty.”

      I climb up and then crawl over the length of his legs, pausing at his zipper. The blunt end of his crown strains past the band of his black briefs. As I lap at his tip, he jerks and growls, “Suck me.”

      Murmuring my appreciation, I lick away a bead of precum, salty, sweet, meant for me, and when I kiss him he groans. Looking up through my lashes, I watch color spread up his neck. “Only when you come in me am I truly full, finally satisfied. But then I need it again.” I suck his throbbing head. “And again.”

      “Christ,” he hisses and bucks beneath me.

      I press words into his skin, my love, my need, my plans for tonight. Hair tickles my nose as I move through the darkest patch below his navel and then up to the rippled plane of his abdomen, chest, and finally his face. His nostrils flare as I pull up in front of him, our lips an inch apart.

      “Lie down,” I demand. His eyes narrow, but he does as he’s told. I sit on his stomach and watch surprise flash through his features as I slide the magenta tie from around my neck. “Hands above your head.”

      I smile through the rumble in his chest and tie his wrists together, tight enough he can’t break free. My breasts sweep against his face while I work; his nose skims my cleavage.

      “There.” I sit back to enjoy my sex god as he tugs against his bonds, jaw clenching. “Now you’re mine to do with what I want, and I want you—” I lean in to brush my lips against his “—naked—” one more light kiss “—hard—” I graze my mouth and teeth along his cheek, down his neck “—in my mouth—” his breath comes out in a rush “—and deep inside me.”

      He shifts his hips, bucking me into position to rub against him. “Don’t move,” I warn, sitting on his cock, clenching him between my thighs. I grind into him more than once and he finds my rhythm. Our breath picks up speed. His thick length bumps my clit and I shudder from the zing of pleasure. If I don’t stop now we’ll both come before we really get started.

      I stop and wait for his gaze to stray from my panties to my eyes. “You’ve given me so much, Colin. I’ve grown under your direction and strong hands, built my confidence to share with you everything about me. I’m safe with you and yet your trust is still out of reach.”

      His abdomen retracts as he tries to sit up. “Char—”

      “Sshhh,” I whisper, my finger over his lips. “No talking. This is for me to do and for you to believe.” His twitching erection is a comforting response.

      “Untie me.” He wrenches against the restraints and I fear for the headboard. “I’ll show you how much I fucking need you.”

      I shake my head. “You make me powerful. I love your skin, smooth and hot beneath me.”

      He closes his eyes as I slide back, taking his clothes with me. Hips up, he does what he can to help and in seconds he springs free, heavy cock bobbing against his stomach. I spread his legs to make room and when he finally looks up, he finds me bent over him, lips an inch away from his sac. I blow. He twitches.

      “Charlie, for the love of God.”

      I pull his cock taut and suck; male, musky, gorgeous, he fills my senses just as he fills my mouth. His groan hits me in the heart; it pounds against my ribs as I flick the smooth skin underneath his testicles, skimming over his sensitivity and down. The low, guttural sounds of Colin McKenna falling apart beneath me spark my own need and liquid heat clings to my inner thighs.

      He trembles. I move to let him fill me, feel him at the back of my throat, throbbing, perfect and smooth and thick. As I pull back, I wrap my hands around his shaft and pump him in and out of my mouth, fisting him in tandem.

      “Oh, fuck. Charlie.” He’s close. If his gruff whisper didn’t give him away, his swelling shaft does. I rip off him with a pop.

      Our chests rise and fall together, heavy, loud breaths as I position myself above him once more.

      “I feel so much when you touch me. I love the rough pad of your thumb as it skims my nipples—just—like—this.” I touch myself, pinching the aching points through the lace. He’s a captive audience, eyes bouncing between my face and fingers, mouth parted.

      “The silk of your tongue soothes the burn you’ve tweaked when you suck me. Here.” I pull one more time and my groan mirrors his as I slide down, down, down to the place I need him the most. “And here.”

      “Charlie, so help me—”

      “Can you feel how wet I am for you?” I roll my hips against his bare cock and I know he can. I’m dripping. “This is how I always feel when I’m with you, constantly ready, always needy, always wanting.”

      “Baby, please.” His tongue dips to run along his bottom lip as he looks at my hands, low on my navel. I slip one under the lace. 

      “You make me feel so good,” I whisper and dip down, spreading my lips open. Teasing my clit, I slide further into my slickness and bring it up to ease the circling motion. Oh, God. I do it again, sinking into my opening an inch this time.

      “I love your fingers on me and in me.”

      Colin bites his bottom lip as my strokes become faster, deeper, but as a whimper breaks free I pull out and away, tearing at the strings that bind my panties together and keep me away from him.

      He says my name on repeat, a low base pounding in my ears as I lift into position over him.

      “But my favorite place is when you’re inside me, here,” I say while rubbing him through my folds and to my opening.

      “Goddamn it, you’re in so much….”

      His words are lost in a gasp when his cock spreads me open and sinks in an inch. “But more than anything, I love to feel you here.” I rub between my breasts and my heart takes off. He grips the bedpost as I sink down, filling me until he hits my core and he’s everywhere. In my breath, sandalwood and sex mix, on my skin as the weight of his stare lingers, and deep within me, my mind and body, everywhere. A deep need demands I move and I do, head back, fingers on my neck as if they were his. I lose myself in the rise and fall. The slick sounds of love and lust meld into music, our fumbled words and grunted cries keeping time.

      Yes, please feel this. Feel what I can’t say, what’s buried inside, but spoken by touch. I love you. “Please,” please, find yourself in me. “Colin,” please. “I’m so close. Come with me.” Love me.

      We move faster, harder, until my thighs quiver and I shimmer like the fire of the sun.

      “Baby.” He drives into me and we spring off the cliff together. “Oh, Charlie.” His groan is muffled against my neck as I fall forward. Gripping his shoulders, I take in the pulse of his release in a warmth I only want from him.

      My Colin.

      I gasp for breath, exhausted. But I reach to loosen the knot at his wrists and then snuggle into his chest. Immediately his arms clutch me. Time seems to stand still as our bodies tick together.

      Minutes pass and finally Colin rolls until we’re lying on our sides, my head on his arm. I blink back into reality and find his staggered expression. I smile and rub his cheek, rough with the new growth of beard. He leans in to kiss me, light but lingering. In a second he dives into me, forcing my mouth open with his tongue and taking me to task, stroking into my mouth with long licks. Deep, carnal, demanding, until I’m flat on my back.

      He pulls away. Propped on his elbow, he strokes over my cleavage and then toys with the ribbon holding me together.

      “I like this.” Rolling the bow between his fingers, he pulls. It bursts apart, his hand taking the place of a cup on my breast, the other I reach up to hold. One nipple is between my fingers, the other in his. Colin’s eyes glow, wicked. And just when it had found a steady rhythm, my heart takes off in a sprint.

      “Charlie.” His voice is soft, but hot. Very, very hot. “Have you ever heard that paybacks are hell?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Baby, I’m going to pay you back, over and over again.” He doesn’t give me time to respond. Pushing me into the mattress, he slips between my thighs and kisses me until I can’t breathe.

      

      CONSCIOUS THOUGHT COMES IN the form of Colin’s lips nuzzling on the delicate skin below my ear. Chest even with my back, our legs tangled together. I moan, not necessarily from his delicious mouth, although I like it, I really, really do.

      “I just fell asleep—go back to bed.” I try to bat him away and hit nothing but air. He chuckles.

      “Come on, sleepyhead, I need to get up. We have a big day.”

      He adds tongue and I’m thoroughly distracted. Tilting my head, I open for him to entice me awake. I groan. A good kind of sore reminds me of the sweet blissful torture I endured, along with the number of times I came on his hand, his cock, and his face.

      “Good God,” I moan as he rolls me flat. “Don’t you ever get tired?” I ask as he runs his nose along mine.

      I feel his smile as he moves against my lips. “Not with you, baby.”

      He shows me just how energetic he is, but he’s slow and thorough, sweet and wicked. I cry out my appreciation and grip his ass, and then his hair until I’m exhausted and panting beneath him. Colin breathes into my neck. I could stay like this all day long, snuggled against him, our naked bodies pressed together.

      “Go back to sleep.” He lifts away, but I wrap my legs around him before we’re separated.

      “One more, please.”

      I pucker up and then smile as he hovers over me, arms straight and ripped with muscle. Tilting his head, he brings his mouth within a half an inch of mine, and then he jerks away. I growl and lift up to capture him. He’s too quick, pulling just out of reach before I touch him. His rumbling chuckle inflames me. I let my head fall back to the pillow in defeat, very slowly moving my hands from his shoulders into his hair, all the while looking into his bemused eyes. I stay stock still and wait for his next move. He’s patient, too patient, and I can see the inner workings of his mind as he watches me calculate a strategic plan.

      He leans down. I do nothing. The tip of his nose connects with mine, and he tilts his head so his lips hover in perfect position. I wait. One heartbeat, two—I pounce. Pulling his hair, I lift to find his mouth. Oh, the joy of success. I suck his tongue when it’s offered, bite and lick into him until he’s moaning and palming my breast.

      I release him and fall to the bed. “When will you be back?” I ask, batting my lashes. 

      He shakes his head, panting. It takes a minute, but finally recognition sparks in his eyes. The lightbulb switched from Charlie Carter to campaign. “Around two. Be ready to go.”

      One last peck to my cheek comes and then he unwraps himself from my arms and legs. Standing naked next to the bed, his eyes darken as he gazes at me.

      “You could stay and keep me company.”

      “I wish I could, baby.”

      “Would you like me to meet you at the conference center?” I offer to make his plans easier.

      “No.” His voice is firm, as are his eyes. “I don’t want you traveling by yourself.”

      So we’re back to this. “I —”

      Bending to reach me, he puts a finger over my mouth. “Charlie, I have a lot to worry about right now. I don’t want to add you to the list. Please, do as I ask.”

      He’s playing on my weakness. Smart, intelligent ass.

      “Fine.” I cross my arms over my breasts, pouting.

      “Fine,” he says, mimicking my tone, but his eyes are bemused. “Go back to sleep.” He throws the covers over my head as he leaves for the shower.

      I drift off and when next I see him he’s clean, has a smooth jaw, and is dressed in a three-piece navy suit, stunning and brilliant. Kneeling on the bed next to me, he leans down to whisper in my ear, “Check the closet later, I’ve left something for you.” He nuzzles against my cheek.

      “I’ll miss you,” I mumble.

      “And I you.”

      He slips away, and I fall into a restless sleep with strange dreams. The colors are bright; red, purple, yellow, and magenta meld together in a pinwheel. An abstract painting of Colin forms. He reaches for me. His face is dark, and he’s animated in a conversation I can’t hear. I’m just under the surface and struggle to wake. Something’s wrong. I can feel it and my heart hurts. But I’m paralyzed in sleep, unable to move.

      Drifting again, the dream changes to a meadow filled with flowers. The wind stirs them into movement and the rolling field morphs into my body. Colin covers me and as I wait for his kiss, a black void swallows me. Empty. A sharp pain rips through my chest. He’s gone.

      Bolting upright, I hear the echo of my fading scream reverberate against the walls. Where am I? My pulse is fast, thrumming in my ears. Pushing damp hair from my face, I stare at Colin’s pillow. Just a dream.

      Debate prep. I sigh as the early morning refocuses. It’s the last one before he accepts the formal Republican nomination this summer. It’s a big day.

      The alarm clock on the nightstand glows eleven o’clock, two hours since he left. I throw the blanket back to reach for one of his T-shirts.

      My stomach reminds me I should call for breakfast. Coffee and blueberry pancakes will ward off the sticky touches the nightmare left on my mood. A quick call to room service and a walk into the living area later, I spot my bags on the floor. Work will keep my mind absorbed in the campaign. After quick media updates, I pull out my camera and get stuck in the feeds from the Kansas City speech. I download them to my computer to manipulate the frames. In the first few shots the man’s lens, hat, and sunglasses cover his face, making it impossible to detect features. He’s nondescript. Medium height. A large sweatshirt covers his build. There’s nothing to identify who he is.

      A knock startles me breathless. Leave the discovery to Nancy Drew, my heart begs as it pounds in my chest. I peek out the door; no one but the guard left to watch me.

      He turns away as I open and mumble a quick hello, tugging the cart in. My stomach somersaults and I hold my chest as love swells inside. Roses: a huge display of at least two dozen. Colin. A card is hidden deep in the stems.

      My finger collides with a ginormous thorn. “Ouch, ouch, ouch,” I whine and then suck on the stinging wound. A second try is injury free and successful. The note reads:

       

      I always come for what is mine.

       

      The harsh possession doesn’t sit well with me. Up to now, the few notes from Colin have been more sensitive. But I send a quick text to let him know they arrived. Flowers—they’re beautiful and so are you. Thank you.

      Debate prep lends to unsurprising silence. For the next twenty minutes I stuff myself with coffee and pancakes and revisit the photos. Studying them does nothing to solve the mystery so when breakfast is over, I head to the shower.

      Colin has a stalker. Someone interested in his campaign… but why is he taking pictures of me? It’s possible he’s discovered our affair. My heart stops. It stutters into a heavy thud under the weight of how that could affect Colin’s campaign. What if this person is threatening to release information about us, specifically about my past and me? Is this why Colin suddenly wants to move our relationship into the public eye? Is someone threatening him? Instantly, I know he’s holding back; he may have told me a portion of the truth, but it’s not everything. I’m sure of it.

      I’m quick to dry off and then head for the closet to find what was left for me. I open the door to a dress. Thoughts scramble through my head with exclamation points. My mother would be appalled by the string of profanity I can put together, a consequence of years with little supervision. I’m insulted Colin doesn’t trust my judgment for my first public appearance as anyone other than a staffer. I growl at stiff and drab, but when I pull it into the light it’s not so conservative after all. In fact, it’s my perfect style. A demure boat-neck sheath, the front mirrored in the back only at the neckline. Two buttons hold it together up top and then it opens to a large diamond cutout. The peplum flare will accentuate my waist and mimes my favored retro style. I smile and twirl with it in front of me, the same shade of Colin’s eyes and the suit he left in this morning.

      Blow drying takes time, but is worth the smooth affect. The end game produces a sweeping part and a low side ponytail. Adding liner and a heavy coat of mascara, I like what I see—especially when I slip into my new favorite dress. It fits like a glove. I love it; demure and sexy at the same time.

      I add my panther to my wrist. Four-inch red heels add a pop of color and as I walk into the suite I find Colin, brooding by the flowers. Mystery man is large and in charge on my laptop screen just beside them. Legs parted to shoulder width, suit jacket pushed behind the hand in his pocket—he’s stunning—if only his jaw wasn’t clenched in anger.

      In a few steps I fit myself to him and slide my fingers down to find his. He weaves them together but continues to stare ahead.

      Minutes tick by; my heart counts each second. Finally he turns, whispering my name as he grabs and lifts me up into a desperate hug, his head dipping to the curve of my neck. I hold on, not sure why I’m soothing him, but I try to, clinging to his nape and murmuring reassurance. When he releases me, my hand lands in his hair, tugging.  

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The flowers are not from me.” The words are ripped from his throat, raw.

      “Who then?” A whirlwind of thoughts spin around before reality sinks in—mystery man. My stomach churns with understanding.

      Colin doesn’t have a stalker: I do.
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      HIS IS NOT THE first time he’s sent something to me, is it?” Colin has been holding out on me for far too long. It’s time to hear his confession.

      His jaw clenches and frustration bubbles up to a familiar rage. Breaking all contact, I push him away. Separated by ten feet I turn and cross my arms.

      “Stop trying to protect me and tell me what the hell is going on. How long has this been happening? And don’t tell me Kansas City. I know damn well that was just the first time I found out about it.” I show him my best glare. “Enough with the overprotective keep Charlie in the dark bullshit. You have some explaining to do. Talk, McKenna.”

      The corner of his mouth lifts. “You’re right, Kansas City was not the first time. It started in New York. In fact, I thought you may have known and that was the reason you thought of leaving.”

      My eyes close as I digest the information; he’s right. That’s when I received the Facebook message and Ella’s smarmy commentary had me second guessing where I belonged.

      “Go on,” I prompt, without confirming the truth. “What did you get?”

      “Pictures of you in the alley, post your charge out of the kitchen, and then the two of us in New York City.” He takes a steadying breath.

      “Just pictures, or was there something else?” He opens his mouth but stays silent. I growl, “Goddamn it, Colin, tell me. I need to know.”

      He blinks, squeezing into a tense brow as if the knowledge he’s about to share hurts. “There was a note: I’m watching you.”

      “How many times have you been contacted?”

      “Several.”

      “How many?”

      “There has been something in every city on the tour. We began planning ahead; a member of my security detail cased our hotels, intercepting what was sent in advance of our arrival. For a while that worked. Until Kansas City, when it was waiting at the location of my speech.” He stares at me. “And today when the hotel made an assumption the flowers were from me based on the delivery details and the package I indicated would arrive—you’re dress.”

      My head swirls, light passes into darkness for a second and then Colin is in front of me clenching the soft pads of my arms. I shouldn’t be surprised by any of this; I am Charlie Carter, after all. Strange shit happens to me all the time; this is just another anomaly at the bottom of a long list.

      “This is the last thing you need to deal with,” I say with a tremble in my voice.

      “Charlie, look at me,” he implores. Our eyes connect, green and wary to blue and determined. “I know what you’re thinking, and the answer is no. You can’t leave me. I need you. I’ll figure this out and end it. I won’t let it take you away from me.”

      I sink into his chest and take all the comfort he offers. “Who’s doing this?”

      “I don’t know, baby. But I’ll find out and keep you safe at the same time. Please try not to worry. Security has been stepped up; someone will cross-check every item meant for you. You’ll never be alone. From the moment you return from Michigan, an agent will be your shadow.”

      I blanch, leaning back so I can see his reaction. “My family, do you think he knows I’m going home?”

      “No, I honestly believe whoever is responsible for this is after me, not you. He’s trying to get to me through you.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Why would someone be after you?”

      “Many people don’t want to see me succeed. They’ll look for my weak spot, use it against me to bring me to heel. Hope I’ll drop out of the campaign.”

      “And I’m your weak spot?”

      “You’re the only thing that could make me reevaluate the presidency.”

      “Colin,” I gasp.

      “Are you so surprised?” he asks and grips my chin. “I’ve been given a second chance with you. I’m not willing to give that up, to let you go. I won’t sit back and do nothing while someone tries to take away everything I’ve worked to achieve. We’ll figure this out and put a stop to it, I promise you.” His eyes storm into dark clouds.

      “Have you been threatened? Your campaign?” My worst fear is that I could hurt his White House goal.

      “No, nothing.”

      I glance at the roses. “I need you to open up. Stop holding back; I want to know everything. Promise me.”

      “I will.”

      “Next week we’re sitting down to discuss this. I want to see whatever you have.”

      “I wish you would let me deal with it, but you won’t let it go, will you?” He waits, I think in hopes I’ll acquiesce, and when I don’t he says, “Fine. I’ll show you everything.”

      “Good.” I lay my cheek on his chest and hold him tight. “I’m sorry I’ve made you late.”

      “I always have time for you, baby. Always,” he repeats. Closing my eyes, I let his words sink in. Always. There is so much potential in that one simple word.

      

      “STOP FIDGETING, YOU’RE ABSOLUTELY gorgeous.” Before I can comment, he takes my hands as we climb the steps of the conference center. He has not hidden his affection for me today. When we arrived, he introduced me to a young staff member as his girlfriend. I felt whiplash set in as I snapped my neck to gape in astonishment. His response was a slow, sexy-as-hell smile that squeezed in his dimple.

      He wasn’t kidding when he said security would be tight. I have a new shadow, and his name is Drake. He’s tall, taller than Colin, with black slicked-back hair and sunglasses—they’re on inside when there’s only fluorescents. He’s yet to speak and I fear he’s more cyborg than human. If he opens his mouth and I’ll be back comes out, I’m running. Anyway, if he scares the hell out of me, he’ll freak the pants off anyone trying to get too close. I feel better already. 

      Evan and the Montgomerys are backstage in the anteroom designated to the McKenna campaign. Documents, laptops, and iPads are out on tables. Staffers rush to complete final prep for the debate, but their candidate is calm and collected. Colin’s hold doesn’t falter as Ella shoots me a death glare and John turns away.

      “Charlie, you’re stunning,” Evan says as he approaches. He nods as he looks me up and down. “Nice dress.”

      “Apparently she’s not even safe from my best friend,” Colin deadpans.

      “Just telling it like it is.” Evan claps his back.  

      “Thanks, I love it.” I shimmy my hips. “It makes me feel beautiful.”

      Colin brings my knuckles to his lips. “You’re always beautiful, baby. Dress or no dress, you’re gorgeous.”

      I ignore the heat in his eyes. “Who’s responsible for it anyway? I’d like to thank whoever picked it out.”

      “The same boutique you took my mother to. I asked Rebecca to ship something in,” Colin confesses.

      “It’s truly perfect. The only question I have is why?” I eye him speculatively.

      Evan smiles and pats him on the back with a parting “Good luck with that” before stepping away.

      “I knew you wouldn’t have an opportunity to shop and I wanted you comfortable and confident. It’s our first night out as a couple. The media may catch wind and it’ll be hard enough for you; I didn’t want self-confidence issues layered on top of your stress.”

      “Colin, we should have talked about this before….” I motion a crazed back-and-forth signal between us. “Before… this… us as in us!” I whisper shout.

      “I thought we did?” His eyes narrow. “You’re not going anywhere; neither am I. I’m not letting you go. You’re my second chance, and we’re about to announce it to the world. Which, by the way, we need to talk about: I’ll prep John so he can be ready for a formal response. We’ll prep you too, baby. When this gets out it’s going to change life as you know it, and it will reach your family too.” His right brow rises in that beyond-sexy way. “Are you ready for this?”

      I can’t help my eye roll. “Yes, I’m just surprised you are.”

      “I’m a simple man, Charlie.”

      I choke out a laugh and his brow hits new heights. There’s nothing simple about Colin McKenna, but okay. Go ahead and think that. I pat his chest and let him continue.

      “Soon your picture will appear everywhere, all the time, in any paper in the world. That’s the truth. We’re together and I’m not going to wait for someone else to figure it out only to sensationalize our relationship. I’m not hiding us anymore.”

      “Hence the matching color?” I ask, motioning again.

      His smile is breathtaking. “A happy coincidence, but we do look very patriotic.” He laughs. My sometimes stern, sometimes dominant, sometimes stubborn, a lot of times sweet Colin McKenna laughs at a happy coincidence.

      I stare at him skeptically. Cyborg or human? “Who are you and what have you done with my ultraconservative serious boyfriend?”

      He leans in and smacks a kiss on my mouth, his grin returning immediately. “You have a unique ability to loosen me up, Charlie—or in most cases, an uncanny ability to keep me hard.” His deep, caramel-smooth voice hits a new low and belies his calm façade. He wants me. He always wants me.

      I swallow down my surprise. I’m his girlfriend. Senator Colin McKenna’s girlfriend. A silly giggle bubbles up and I lift my hand to hide my smile as it turns into a laugh. It’s crazy and I’m giddy with the sudden thrill of calling him mine.

      Colin’s brow creases in a wry wrinkle. I grab his face between my palms and force eye contact before I kiss him. Not quick, or light, but branding and bold, this kiss screams mine with sprinkles on top. Mine with a prancing pony and unicorn with purple hair, mine with everything a little girl dreams of at the best birthday party ever. And although my big day is months away, this is better than any present ever given. The cherry on top comes from his low growl, the grip he has on my lower back, and the sweet abandonment he pours into this kiss. He’s all in.

      He’s my boyfriend.

      I pull back with a gasp and beam at the world. Confetti should fall from the rafters with balloons and silly string. His grin mirrors mine. It’s way prettier, and just as sincere.

      “God, I love you,” flies out of my mouth.

      The world stops spinning. The party screeches to a halt as the needle is dragged along an old album. In the biggest vacuum known to man, air is sucked out of my lungs and I deflate.

      Fuck. How could I be so stupid?

      I drop my head in my hands and tear up. “Charlie.” He sighs and wraps me in his embrace, his fingers tracing my bare skin.

      We’re at his debate, for God’s sake, surrounded by key advisors, not to mention Ella and John and this is where I confess my love. What in the ever loving hell, Charlie Carter.

      I force myself to peel away and look at the carnage, unsurprised I find his expressionless expression. But his eyes, God, they gut me. So sad, not the response a girl wants after baring her soul.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I shouldn’t have said that. It just slipped out.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t.”

      A hard one-word rebuttal has me turn in fear the well will overflow my lids. His hand on my waist tugs my back to his chest. “Don’t be sorry,” he whispers in my ear. “I wish I could say the same to you.”

      The lump is hard and too big to swallow down. I can’t cry here. Not now. “I want to take it back so it doesn’t hurt you.”

      “Did you mean it?”

      My heart pounds so loud I barely hear my own “Yes.”

      The pause lengthens and I don’t want him to feel forced into something he doesn’t mean. I turn. “Let’s not do this. Our focus is the debate. Okay?”

      He doesn’t move. The wheels churn behind his eyes and then he nods and we move on like nothing happened.

      

      FINAL PREP COMPLETE, COLIN is with the moderator and the other candidates before they take to the stage. I don’t want to be any more of a distraction so I wander, but not too far. Behind the scenes allows for a view of the four podiums, the red-white-and-blue backdrop erected for tonight’s event. An eagle stretches across the panels, symbolic and a stern reminder to uphold the republic our forefathers left as their legacy. Audience in place, their hum melds with the last-minute rush to get the details in place before the overhead lights shine and the cameras roll.

      Ella and John arrive, and with them is Alex Miller. I round to the back of the room and watch the three of them together. They’re chatty and for the first time Ella actually looks normal and not reptilian. John even cracks a smile. They’re animated and clearly friends. Five minutes into my assessment, Ella searches out Colin.

      She watches him with suppressed appreciation, features softening as she comes to his side. Pressing against his arm while he leans down, close, too close, she whispers in his ear. My blood boils. She wants him and although Colin is indifferent toward her, I sneer.

      “Charlie?”

      Shit. Trying on a smile I don’t feel, I turn. “Alex, what a nice surprise.”

      “I didn’t realize I was coming tonight or I would have mentioned it yesterday,” he says. A dark brown suit looks good on him, and his glasses are more adorable than dorky. “Ella invited me last night.”

      “How thoughtful of her.” My sarcasm isn’t disguised well.

      “Will you be in town tomorrow?” he asks.

      “No, I’m leaving in the morning. What about you? Are you sticking around for a vacation?”

      He nods, ignoring my question. “Where are you off to next?”  

      “Georgia. Colin is moving on directly, he’ll campaign hard from here on out.”

      “Aren’t you getting tired of the constant travel? I would think the never-ending upheaval would wear on you.”

      “I haven’t found it difficult. Actually, it’s interesting. For a girl who rarely got out of Michigan, I’m enjoying the other states.” His interrogation is prickling at my skin. “Is this the first—”

      “What about you? Is he making time for you? Are you okay, I mean.”

      Alex licks his lips and just as he reaches out for my arm, electricity pulls me out of my stupor. Colin’s hand rests on my lower back. Alex watches the fingers that are now kneading my hip.

      “Yeah, okay,” he says and pivots, walking away.

      What? “That didn’t make any sense.”

      “Come with me.” Gripping my hand, Colin pulls me behind him. He barks out a request to a staffer for a private office and only stops after we’re ushered inside a five-by-five gray cell with a desk pushed in the corner. “Five minutes, Senator McKenna, and you’re on.” With that I’m closed in with my brooding boyfriend. Silence stretches on for an eternity and I shift my feet, tug my skirt down, waiting for him to say something, anything.

      When he finally speaks his voice is deliberately controlled, yet exasperated. “Why is it every time I turn around Alex Miller is next to you?”

      I shake my head. “That’s not true. He came by to say hello, a strange hello but whatever.” I can’t believe he’s jealous. Did I not profess my love to him an hour ago?

      “Stay away from him, Charlie. We have,” he swallows and shakes his head a fraction, “a past and I don’t like him. He’s a weasel.”

      I bite back a smile. “Weasel?”

      Colin tugs me flat against his chest. He clenches my butt to pull me up and into his groin. Why am I complaining? His reaction works for me—in all the right places. I’m tempted to flirt every day if this is the response I get.

      His mouth slams into mine and I enjoy the hard line of his lips and tongue. I hike my skirt up to my hips and then clutch his neck, pulling myself into a snug fit with my legs wrapped around his waist. When he groans, I know his plan is to withdraw, so I use all of my strength to cling to him, forcing him into one last daring foray. He chuckles. When he breaks contact I thread my fingers through the back of his hair and accept his forehead against mine.

      “Say it again,” he whispers.

      Oh. I find his eyes this time and slide my hands down to cradle his cheeks. “I love you.”

      He kisses me, breathless, and when my lips are free, I add, “A lot.”

      “Charlie.”

      A knock forces my legs to meet the floor and he holds my hips, staring at the apex of my thighs. “Nice panties,” he says, and then helps smooth my dress back in place.

      “I wore them for you.”

      “So I see. I had no idea lace came in red, white, and blue.”

      I smile. “You’d be surprised what you can find on the Internet.”

      His brow crinkles, but then the door opens. “It’s time, Senator.”

      As he buttons his suit coat, I touch his lips to ensure they’re lipstick free.

      “How do I look?” he asks, tugging down his sleeves and checking his cuff links.

      I look up and down six feet and three inches of perfection. “Utterly and completely fuckable.”

      “Wicked woman,” he growls and turns.

      “Go get ‘em, tiger.” I smack his ass and add, “If you nail it tonight I’ll show you my matching bra. It has tassels.”

      He laughs all the way to the stage.
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      URBULENCE JOLTS ME AWAKE. My stomach is quick to fall as the plane does. It’s been a rocky flight for many reasons. Weather is only one. Tears sting my eyes. Six days. Six days has suddenly changed from less than a week to a lifetime away. My lids clamp down and I jam the tease-of-a-pillow against the window, begging to find a comfortable spot. Six days.

      Jesus, I’m a lovesick wuss. I’m stuck in last night, remembering Colin’s sweet and dirty insatiable appetite. The man can do quick and long, against the wall, in the shower, on the bed, and bent over the couch like no one’s business. We didn’t get much sleep; by the time the sun searched for the horizon my legs were weak and my insides quivered like Jell-O. 

      This morning was emotional. We drove in silence to the airport; my hand in his the entire ride, and then we said our final good-byes outside the terminal door. I held his waist and every time I kissed him and then turned to leave, he would tug me back to mumble something in my ear. After this played on repeat three times I kissed him hard and deep, murmured I love you in his mouth, and ran through the doors.

      Once inside, I turned for a last look and my heart broke a little more. He stood where I’d left him, hands slung into his pockets, dejected and lost. I waved and his jaw hardened before he folded himself into the limo and left me.   

      I grind my teeth and fight against our differences. For one day, I want him to not be famous and so dedicated he has no free time for grandmothers’ birthdays, barbeques, and cottages in northern Michigan. I want to bring my first and only boyfriend home to meet my parents, hang by the fire, roast marshmallows and do the cheesy stuff that makes my family awesome. Larger-than-life Mr. McPerfect McKenna doesn’t fit in small-town USA on a pontoon boat in the middle of Traverse Bay.

      The rest of the flight ticks by as if I’m watching the clock. Work, a movie, my e-reader, nothing takes my mind off what Colin is doing. Where is he now, who is he with? It’s a sick loop. When we land, antsy energy bubbles under my skin and I bounce my knees, annoying my neighbor if his wry glance is an indicator. Colin upgraded my seat to first class and I’m second out the door. My pace is more jog than walk as I race to find my sister in baggage claim. Traverse City boasts a new but small airport, so I’m there in minutes.

      Ali’s bright blonde hair is hard to miss amongst the milling travelers—not just because of the color, but because she’s drop-dead gorgeous. She has an athlete’s body, lithe with the right amount of curves to feminize her figure, and her face is soft, with a small nose and high cheekbones. Warm eyes, a flaming honey-brown with a rim of blue, draw you in and hold tight.

      Running up behind her I wrap my arms around her waist, squeezing. She squeals. Turning, she dives into my hug and we jump up and down, drawing attention from those closest to us. She pushes away and scares young children with her whistle.

      “Oh. My. God. You’re a smoking-hot babe, Charlie Carter.” She grins, eyes widening as she takes me in from head to toe. “I mean, listen, you know you’re always stunning. But something has changed. What have you been doing with that man?”

      I tense and then crumble under her scrutiny, tears welling. “I love him so much.” Hiding my head in her shoulder, I cry out the emotion that’s been begging for release since this morning.

      “Oh, Char, I know you do. I could have told you that in February. Why are you so sad? Wait; don’t answer that. Let’s get my bag and we’ll talk about this later when we’re alone. Don’t cry, honey, everything’s going to be just fine.” I cry harder. She said that to me when we were lost kids, trying to survive in a world that didn’t have a place for us. 

      Sniffles and a few wipe-aways later, I’ve got my mess under control. We grab Ali’s bag and find Mom just outside the doors. She hasn’t changed; petite and slightly rounded in the hips, with short brown hair and blue eyes. My heart swells every time I see her.

      Her hands fly to her mouth. We lunge and take her into a bear hug as she sobs and pets our hair.

      “Don’t cry,” I whisper. “No matter how long we’re gone, we’ll always find our way back home.”

      She kisses my forehead. “It was hard enough when Ali left the state, but you too. Your father and I are fighting empty-nest syndrome.”

      Ali laughs and takes her keys to pop the trunk. “But Sammy and Ian are there, and they’re never quiet.”

      Mom smiles and holds her cheek. “It doesn’t matter how many children you have, when one leaves, Sunday dinner is lacking, with two gone the table feels quiet no matter how loud the boys are.”

      She gladly slides in the passenger seat as Ali takes the wheel. In the back, I listen to Mom describe the changes to the neighborhood since we were here last summer. Then Ali fills us in on the latest news from Georgetown and the end of her third year. It’s time to pick a specialty.  Mom beams. Pride is an understatement. She nudged Ali into medical school one encouragement at a time. Ali proved her tuition was worth it by graduating top of her class. She doesn’t do anything half-assed and her chosen profession is no exception.

      My update has to wait for later as we pull up to the cottage. The same childhood thrill wells in my belly as the gravel drive crunches beneath the tires. This place was in the family before Ali and I became members. But my sweet parents have always said it wasn’t complete until they found us. And then it became my haven as I recovered; the peacefulness helped heal my broken heart, and now it’s a comfortable embrace from a long-lost friend.

      As is common with homes on a lake, the front faces the water. Honeyed, knotty pine peaks at the pitched roof and windows line the entire perimeter, allowing the outdoors in at every angle. The front levels into a long, flat green yard, with maple and pine trees cocooning it until the grass meets the beach and the turquoise waves lap the shore.

      The Carter boys jog to the back when our car pulls in. The youngest, Sammy, was six when Ali and I came, and now he’s twenty-one, tall and super cute, with almost black hair and blue eyes. Two years older, Ian is just as pretty and even taller. I love them and their smiles.

      Sammy gets me first, grabbing and swinging me around like I used to do to him when he was young. Well over six feet tall, now he can do the same to me. Ian kisses my cheek and squeezes until I pinch his kidney, and then he passes me on to Dad.

      “You look so happy,” he says, holding me out at arm’s length.

      I haven’t stopped smiling since we arrived, and now it grows. A professor of journalism, he studies things for a living and I’m no different. His gaze roves over my face and a glance at the changes to the rest of me. Shorter than his sons by a couple of inches, he’s thin with dark hair and circular glasses, very much a scholar. He likes old books and a rare find. I’m pretty sure he believes Ali and I are the best discovery he’s come across.

      “Charlie-girl, when is the last time you ate a proper meal?”

      I smile; he’s always worried about me. “A muffin on the plane.”

      Mom comes by, circling her arm through mine as we walk down the short path and into the house. “You have lost weight, are you taking care of yourself?”

      “I’m fine, really. Better than I’ve ever been.” In the kitchen she stops and takes my shoulders to look for the truth in my eyes. She grabs my cheeks when she finds it and a grin soothes her frown away.

      “I’ll tell you about him later, but I don’t want you to worry. Colin is the best thing that’s happened to me besides you and Dad and our family.” If not for them I wouldn’t have survived childhood. I shudder at the thought of what I would have become without their love.

      “I can’t wait to meet the man who stole your heart,” she says, turning to the fridge to get lunch ready.

      Colin here? It doesn’t seem possible. For a second my good mood crashes, but then I’m caught up in the family fold. The day races by, playing catch-up with stories and laughter and food, so much my belly hurts after dinner.

      Ian and Sammy start a campfire, it crackles and spits sparks high in the darkening sky. I take out my guitar; songs are sung and marshmallows are roasted. We’re not Leave it to Beaver wholesome, especially with Ali’s penchant for a potty mouth and Ian’s proclivity to running a numbers game while he was in high school, but we’re my perfect family. The freedom I feel here is liberating and so is the growth I’ve discovered with Colin.

      Speak of the devil; my phone rings from inside the house, where I left it on the dining table. Sprinting inside, I grab it on last ring. “Hi.”

      “Hi, yourself.”

      I smile. Other than a short text letting him know I’d arrived, we haven’t spoken since I left him at the airport. “It’s so good to hear your voice. I miss you already.”

      “I miss you too, baby. Georgia would be much more stimulating if you were here.”

      I groan as my girl parts start to spark brighter than the fire. “Colin… I really, really miss you.”

      He chuckles. “What are you doing?”

      “Singing songs by the beach. I missed my guitar too, and we’re having a happy reunion.”

      “Hmm, bring it with you when you come home to me. I’d like to hear you play.”

      Home to him, um, yup. I’m all in. “Now tell me what you’re doing?” I love my family, I do. But I miss him like a piece of me is lost in the jungle.

      “John will be here any minute to work on a speech for next week.”

      “I wish you were with me,” I whisper.

      He takes his time to respond and he sounds surprised when it comes. “I do too. We can talk about working some downtime into the schedule soon. We’ll do something, just the two of us. Would you like that?”

      My heart pangs, and then it pings like a sonar bleeping here I am, come and find me. “I would, a lot. Don’t work too long tonight and don’t say you won’t because I know you will. Get some sleep.”

      I can picture his dimple as his smile spreads. “I’ll try, but it’s hard when a piece of me is a thousand miles away. Keep my heart safe.”

      “Are you trying to make me cry?” I laugh, but wipe a damn tear from my cheek at the same time.

      “Baby.” He sighs, and then the knock sounds loud enough it’s as if it was the cottage door. John’s voice is clear, as is Ella’s.

      My eyes dry up and I pace, pulling my bottom lip like Colin does. “You didn’t tell me she was joining you in Georgia.” Jealousy waves a friendly hand—here I am. Damn it.

      “It was last minute. Charlie, I have to go. We can talk about this later, okay?”

      “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. I just miss you, that’s all, and I hate she gets to see your pretty face and I don’t.”

      “I’ll send you a picture.”

      “I have plenty on my computer and if I need more, I’ll search the Internet. Did you—”

      “No,” he growls. “I—Charlie, trust me, please. Everything is fine.”

      “I believe you,” I say, my heart thumping a hard beat.

      “You’re okay?”

      “Yes, go do your thing. I’ve got songs and s’mores waiting. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I love you.”

      The pause hurts. “I know,” he says, and waits on the line an extra moment. Then he’s gone.

      Tears singe my eyes and I blink them back. I hate the weird feeling in my gut, but it’s there as the phone trembles in my hand.

      

      MIDNIGHT HAS COME AND gone, yet Ali and I lie awake. A lamp between our beds sheds enough light I can see her wide eyes. “Charlie Anne Carter, you really do love him!” she squeaks.

      “I do.” I fall sideways on my pillow and hug my knees to my chest. Fear simmers in my belly; reality is too much to ignore with the miles separating us.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I swallow back the lump in my throat. “Colin and I will never work long-term. We’re too different.”

      “He’s a man; you’re a woman. You love each other. That’s not a hard equation to figure out.”

      “It’s not that simple. He’ll never fall in love with me and I don’t know that I can live every day knowing I’ve given him my whole heart and I get leftover pieces of his.” I give her a quick Colin McKenna history lesson. “And that’s only half of it. The other part is this.” I sweep my hand from the top of my head to my toes. “I not meant for the White House crowd. I don’t know how to act, what to say, what to wear. He should be with someone like Ella Montgomery or Raquel Meyers. They make sense for him.” My stomach churns. “They were groomed to be with heads of state: flawless manners, well-coiffed hair.”

      “Did you say coiffed? Who says coiffed?”

      I throw a pillow at her head, but she deflects it with her quick hands. “I do, okay? And, yes, perfect, everything about them is fucking perfect. I bet they wake up and look ravishing every damn morning.”

      “All right. First, stop talking like Gram. Ravishing is taking it too far. Second, stop right now with this bullshit. You’re a fit for whatever and wherever life takes you. Why are you so down about this?”

      “I don’t know.” I roll to my back and stare at the ceiling. “He’s perfect, Ali. Colin McKenna is gorgeous and good, dedicated, honest—the list is endless. And I’m… well, I’m tainted. I’m so afraid my past will hurt him.”

      “But you told him, so why is it a problem?”

      “He doesn’t believe me.”

      Ali’s eye’s narrow and I fear for Colin’s safety. She fights boys. I laugh remembering the ass-kicking she gave Dermott Kinley while we were at the Kerrs. He wouldn’t stop teasing me about the knots in my hair and she beat the ever-living snot out of him. He didn’t say a word to either of us the last five months we attended the same school.

      “No, he believes me and he’s horrified by it, he just thinks it’s a non-issue. But it is. He’s pro-life and obviously I have a different perspective. If it gets out he condones it, but has been so opposed to it in a million speeches, the public will call him out on the double standard and his campaign will tank.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t think it’s as easy as that. I’m with Colin on this one, Charlie. Let it go. Put that part of your life behind you and don’t let it hurt you anymore.”

      I asked Colin to do the same thing two nights ago. Leave the past where it is so we can have a future together. Maybe it’s time.

      

      SUN BURSTING THROUGH THIN curtains is my morning wake-up call. Peeking at the nightstand alarm clock tells me it’s eleven. Damn, I haven’t crashed like this since college. But all things considered, I haven’t slept through the night since February.

      Colin. I roll my eyes. Missing him this much is not normal. I need a head check—I mean a heart check. One day, five to go isn’t a productive or pleasant use of my vacation. I’m with my peeps, I love them to the moon and back. But there’s an added tier to my seven-layer cake and he’s sifted to the top. I lift his stolen T-shirt to my nose and breathe in the leftover remnants of sandalwood and Colin.

      Grabbing my laptop from the side table, I warm it up to send a quick e-mail.

                                        

      To: Colin McKenna

      From: Charlie Carter

      Subject: Good Morning SHSM

      Dear Colin, I slept through the whole night. That hasn’t happened in a long while because I’ve been sleeping with a super-hot sex machine for a while now. Although I feel well rested, my muscles miss waking with the knowing ache of overuse. I’m thinking of you, CC

       

      As I’m about the close the lid, my in-box pings and I smile.

       

      To: Charlie Carter

      From: Colin McKenna

      Subject: Good Morning Beautiful

      My dearest Charlie,

      In my dreams last night I felt your kisses, your heat and your hungry body against mine. I woke this morning with a very simple and pure need for you; my body craved your touch, my ears missed your voice, and my mind longed for your insight. Tuesday is a year from now. I wonder if you want me, in the way I need you. Very simply, your love is a testament to the growing and burning need I feel when your name crosses my lips and my heart.

      Colin

       

      Holy Shit. I can’t believe he wrote that. My in-box pings again.

       

      To: Charlie Carter

      From: Colin McKenna

      Subject: Re: SHSM

      P.S. I do hope the super-hot sex machine is at least making the sleepless nights a worthwhile event. I miss you, Colin

       

      I rest my hand over my heart. My sweet Colin.

       

      To: Colin McKenna

      From: Charlie Carter

      Subject: Every Single Minute

      Dear Colin,

      Every single second that fills each minute, growing into hours, days, and weeks, is more than I ever hoped to have. Tuesday is an eternity away. I love you so much, CC 

       

      To: Charlie Carter

      From: Colin McKenna

      Subject: Re: Every Single Minute

      Baby, I feel the same way. I have to go. I will surely be distracted by thoughts of you and your aching overuse while I speak about the hazards of global warming. I long to be with you, CM

       

      I reread the string of e-mails—more than once. Falling to the mattress, I pull a pillow on top of my face to muffle a groan. I want to drive to the airport and hop on a plane to meet him but I won’t, no matter how much I need him. It’s Gram’s birthday and I’ll celebrate with her. I can make it until Tuesday.

      

      THE DAY PASSES IN a blur. Ali, Mom, and I shop for most of it. Ali insists I try on a bikini and I look down at my hips.

      “Have you seen these lately, they haven’t found a new home.” I pat my rounded curves.

      “Do it.” She throws it on my stack and pushes me in the door.

      When it’s on, I have to admit I kind of like it. Ali’s words of wisdom: “Buy it. Colin will throw you on the bed not in the pool when you put that thing on.”

      “Right. I will admit he’s a much more effective workout than Pilates ever was.”

      “Is this a good time to tell you I told you so?” She smirks.

      “Sure, get it out now.” I smile. “You’re right, Ali, but you know I wouldn’t feel like this with any other man.”

      “I know. He’s the perfect guy for you to spend forever with.”

      Forever. One day at time is much easier to consider and I concentrate on that when I slide into the next dress. Ali’s face scrunches up.

      For the first time in my life I second-guess my style. Life has taken a turn into a very conservative world and it’s not a place I’m familiar with.

      Retro-chic isn’t daring, but it’s not staid or Ella’s traditional sleek either. I’ve always worn what makes me feel good. I pay little attention to fashion trends or what other people are wearing but that might have to change.

      But this is frump-tastic and as horrible as Ali’s crumpled nose. I put it back and pick the outfits that make me feel good and hope Colin likes them too.

      Party-necessary items come next, groceries and decorations, and when we get home there’s enough time for a late dinner and food prep. Sliding into bed at quarter after eleven, I send a good night message to my missing person.

       

      To: Colin McKenna

      From: Charlie Carter

      Subject: Counting Down the Minutes

      Dear Colin,

      It’s night again and you are on my mind, as you are so often throughout the day. My bed is empty when I so badly want you to fill it. I miss your strong arms around me and your lips on mine. I love you, CC

       

      There isn’t an immediate response as there was this morning, so I close my eyes with my laptop open and wait. It’s early for him to be asleep, so where is he, who is he with? I hit my pillow and glance at Ali. She’s out like a light, a skill she taught herself in med school. If you want every minute of rest possible you need to get comatose quick.

      It doesn’t work for me. Minutes pass, one after the other, and eventually I run out of scenarios. Colin’s not available and I don’t know why.

      

      SATURDAY TURNS OUT TO be the perfect day for a party. I wake early after a restless night and snub my laptop, choosing a shower instead. Colin hasn’t given me any reason for this burst of jealousy, yet it boils under my skin like the sizzling energy I feel when he’s around. I ignore it through my blow dry and makeup application, I tough it out when I slide into a new set of lace lingerie Colin would drool over, I set it aside when I don my new magenta ankle jeans that verge on capri length and then a sparkling black tank.

      I’m way more fun than any of those bitches and Colin digs me. That’s my motto for the day. I have no worries. When I get back to the bed, I log in and find the message I should have read when I woke. It would have changed my surly attitude, but I’m glad I got there on my own.

       

      To: Charlie Carter

      From: Colin McKenna

      Subject: Sleepless Nights

      Dearest Charlie,

      I’ve had a long day, solitary and reflective. I found solace in your words, your voice a whisper in my ear of memories that bring my blood to boil. The passion I have for you cannot be tamed. I need you. Colin.

       

      The heart pang is back. I hate that he’s lonely. I call, but it goes to voice mail and I leave a message about missing him.

      Running down the hall I bump into Ian, who’s bringing in last-minute groceries from the car outside. “Hey, Char, you look nice.”

      “Thanks. Do you need some help?”

      “No, but Mom does. She’s struggling with some recipe in the kitchen.” We laugh; Mom always struggles with recipes in the kitchen.

      When I round the corner she has her head stuck in a book.

      “What can I do?”

      “Oh, thank goodness you’re here. Can you figure out what this means?”

      “Sure. Why don’t you let me make Gram’s favorite cake and you can check something else off your list.”

      “You’re a dear.” She kisses my cheek and then heads out front to direct set-up. And that’s how morning transitions to early afternoon. Stringing lights around the trees, ice in tubs with soda cans, glasses, silverware, plates and everything else needed for a party.

      Finally party prep is done. The yard is littered with white-and-red-checkered tablecloths, with daisies in low vases in the center of each. A makeshift bar in the corner is open and business is booming. Gram arrives and feigns surprise when fifty guests roar a greeting. In truth she’s known for months. Gramps can’t keep a secret to save his life and he confessed as soon as she asked what her birthday plans were. I accept her hug and kiss with an extra squeeze.

      “My favorite girl,” she whispers.

      I smile. “You say that to all of us, we know.”

      “And it’s the truth every time. All of you,” she says. “And Charlie, don’t think because this is a party you’re not going to tell me about Mr. Hot Pants.”

      My eyes widen and hers sparkle. “Oh, I knew it, Ali was right. That senator has gotten to our girl.”

      “Martha, leave poor Charlie alone. She’ll talk to you when she’s ready.” Gramps winks at me, and then takes Grams arm to pull her along the line up of family and friends waiting with birthday wishes.

      “I’ll find you later,” she calls.

      I wave and smile, but get lost in thoughts of Colin. To manage the melancholy, I take a self-induced time out by walking down to make sure the fire pit is ready for s’mores. The lake is peaceful. It’s too early in the season for the rush of speed boats, and there are only a few pontoons lazing around. The water rolls gently into the beach, coloring the white sand dark beige. It slows down the fast pace of the morning.

      My Zen is interrupted, not by noise, but lack thereof. Voices that were loud with laughter have dulled to a low hum. Turning to find the reason for the change, I search the crowd. Mom’s hand flies up to cover her mouth. Dad’s eyes are as big as his glasses. Gram smiles, ear-to-ear awe that’s mirrored on many of the faces surrounding her. Aunt Alice fans herself with a paper plate. I have seen that look before and I know who has caused it.
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      T’S IMPOSSIBLE FOR COLIN to be here, yet my brain has jumped on the fantasy train. When heads turn in my direction, a nervous energy simmers beneath my skin. What the hell? I catch Ali staring, the corner of her mouth lifted in a knowing smirk.

      And then I turn and time ticks by in slow motion as my heart thuds to a stop. I’m in the state between waking and sleep, where dreams seem vivid and real. A shy smile lifts the corner of Colin’s mouth as he weaves through stupefied partygoers. Gram’s mouth parts, speechless, which is not like her at all. And she’s not the only one checking out his low-slung jeans, or how his shoulders fill a white linen button-up, sleeves rolled to the elbow. This is how I picture him in my mind: relaxed and smiling. The wind plays with his hair, messing it to runway-model perfection. He looks good, really, really good.

      His eyes glow as he approaches, but when he stops in front of me his brow falls.

      “Charlie?”

      He reaches to touch my hand; the electric current that runs so strong between us is there, humming as if it’s a real entity even before we connect.

      When he finally makes contact, the current sends a shock to my heart and it beats once more. I gasp, the mannequin come to life. In one instant I move from standing stock-still, staring at a dream, to throwing myself into his chest, my arms around his head as he lifts me from the ground. I’d like to wrap my legs around his waist but a modicum of decorum outweighs the joy of having him between my thighs.

      Tears rush to my eyes. He’s been the only thing missing and to feel him against me, to drown in the wash of sandalwood, sparks a joy I’ve never felt before. He came here for me. Mine.

      He holds me close and the heat of his body quickens my already racing pulse. I had forgotten about the party until this moment, and now I’ve decided I don’t care. Lifting my head to look into the blue eyes I love so much, I ask, “You’re really here?”

      His smile is so shy, I melt. “I told you I need you. I couldn’t wait an eternity.”

      Without caring who may bear witness, I crush my lips to his. He accepts my tongue, but he’s playing a chaste game when I want to get dirty. A caress to my cheek has me slow down even as my body revs up. Pulling away before I’m ready for his withdrawal, he leans his forehead against mine.

      “I missed you, baby.”

      I tuck myself into my favorite place and breathe him in for minutes, the waves lapping behind us while the party hums near the house.

      “Are you going to introduce me to your family?”

      “Oh, shit.”

      He laughs, a rumble in his chest that makes me smile along with him. After a chaste kiss to the lips, he lowers me to my feet. I wobble, but he keeps his arm around my waist to steady my gait.

      “You really know how to surprise a girl, Mr. Sex Machine.”

      I love his chuckle, laughing is not something he does often, and I couldn’t be happier to see him so relaxed and happy. Yes, he’s happy, and I am too.

      Pulling our connected hands closer, I hold them against my stomach as we walk toward my parents.

      Everyone watches, but I don’t care. He’s here and I keep glancing at him to make sure of it.

      In seconds we stop. “Mom, Dad, this is my boyfriend, Colin McKenna.” The word is easier to say than I’d thought.

      “Colin, my parents, Keith and Anna Carter.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I hope you’ll forgive me for the intrusion.”

      His smile is really quite stunning and it takes Mom a moment to find her voice. “You’re welcome anytime.” Her face flushes as she says it.

      “Thank you, Anna. That’s very kind of you.”

      I can’t help my silly grin. Leaning into his arm, my thoughts stray to perfection. Life has never felt so good. Having him here, with everyone that I love, is more than I’ve ever thought to ask for.

      With Dad distracting him with some lake facts, Mom mouths to me he’s so cute as she fans herself and my grin grows. Ali’s next. This ought to be interesting—beautiful Ali and Mr. McPerfect.

      “Ali,” she announces, ignoring my warning glare for good behavior.

      Colin smiles. “So this is the sister—”

      She isn’t interested in a formal greeting, standing on her tiptoes to give him an Ali Carter special. His eyes widen when her arms wrap around his neck in a firm hug. I’m still holding on for dear life, so the best he can do is reciprocate with a one-handed loose pat on the back. While reaching up, Ali whispers in his ear. Colin doesn’t say anything, only smiles and nods in response.

      They don’t have time to chat, as Sammy and Ian are close behind. I take Colin to meet my grandparents next; they’re sitting at a table with my dad’s brother, George, his wife, Mary, and their children. My cousins are speechless.

      “Gram, Gramps, my boyfriend, Colin.” I say it for the second time and it sounds right.

      “Well, now, you’re a handsome one, aren’t you?” Gram says while staring unabashedly. “Charlie-girl, you sure picked a fine man—took you a while to find him, but he looks worth the wait.”

      Colin laughs, an amused smile spreads into a dimple. Taking her hand, he says, “Happy birthday, Mrs. Carter.”

      “Call me Gram, everyone does.”

      Introductions take an hour. Ali brings us refreshments so it doesn’t feel so much like a campaign rally. Colin sips beer and chats, as easy with my family and Gram’s friends as he is anywhere. At last I steal him away to a wooden swing partially hidden from view by my mom’s garden. It faces the lake, the sun glinting bright streaks of light off the water. I hope for a few minutes of privacy, but you never know, with kids playing hide-and-seek and the adults just plain peeking, how long the semi-seclusion will last. I haven’t let go of his hand, and he hasn’t asked for it back either.

      He pushes us into a slow glide with his foot. Pulling my knee up onto the bench, I fold my ankle under me so we face each other.

      “I can’t stop smiling.”

      He reaches to rub his thumb down my cheek and I close my eyes. I’m surprised into a smile when he kisses me, but then it’s wiped clean when he offers his tongue. Yes, please. We lose ourselves in the familiar brush of fingers over skin. I love getting lost with him. It’s easy to do. So when I get hungrier and my mouth demands more and I toss away my beer so my hands can dig in his hair, he pulls away, chuckling. He remains close enough that his breath washes over me, and I groan.

      “I want you,” I say, remaining in the dark. I can’t possibly look at him for fear I’ll straddle his thighs.

      The rumble of his chest reaches my ears, before the vibration of his mouth sweeps against mine. “Later, baby.”

      That reminds me. “You brought things to stay here, right?”

      “I didn’t want to presume, so I booked a room at a hotel.”

      I shake my head. “No way I’m here and you’re in town.”

      “If you want me, I’ll stay.”

      “I’ll always want you.” His eyes darken to midnight, a color my heart remembers wishing for and now, I’ve found my way. I’m strong enough to explore as I never have before. With his guidance, Charlie Carter isn’t so much of a mystery anymore.

      “I was wrong.” I say it out loud, even though I meant to keep the thought to myself. “I had a hard time picturing you here at the cottage, with my family. I’ve thought about you so much; everywhere I went I wished you were with me. When I’d try to imagine you here it was hard to picture you in this simple place.” I wave around the yard, filled with my family, layered with homemade and homegrown things. “You’re so larger than life, Colin; when you’re onstage or on TV, in front of hundreds of people, it reminds me of how important you are.” His jaw tenses, so I rush on. “Now I see you here and I realize you fit. You fit with me. You’re perfect here and with my family.” I smooth the rest of his concern away with my fingers.

      Colin dips his head an inch to bring our foreheads together, resting there for a minute before he rubs his nose over mine. “I belong wherever you are.”

      Damn, that’s nice to hear. His mouth finds mine and this time he doesn’t hold back. Taking long licks into my mouth, he pushes so I’m pressed into the swing. He devours me. I can only hold on by twisting my fingers in his shirt, pulling him closer even as I feel the need to push away for air. I whimper when his hand grazes my breast and then digs into my side.

      Always responsible, he breaks away. “Shit, Charlie,” he says on a panted breath.

      I would laugh but it’s not possible when my brain is sending signals to the lower half of my body to conquer and control.

      “This is a beautiful spot,” he says, adjusting his jeans.

      “Really, we’re going to talk about the lake?”

      His eyebrow rises. “You have something else in mind?”

      I swat at his arm. “May I remind you of paybacks? Keep pushing me and I will take it out on your body later.”

      A shiver rolls down my spine when his eyes drop to half-mast. “I was hoping you would say that.”

      “Fine, the lake it is. Yes, it’s one of my favorite places in the whole world. You’ll have to come back in the summer when the water is warm enough to swim and we have the boats in. I’ll take you for a ride.” I smile and bat my lashes.

      He laughs and takes my hand. “I’d like that, baby.”

      Ali pops in. “Mind if I join you?”

      Before either of us can answer, she snuggles next to Colin in a space not meant for another human. She bops him with her hip. He laughs and scoots over. His arm drapes over my shoulder, pulling me in to his side like he’s done a hundred times before. Except he’s here, in Michigan; he left the campaign trail for me. God, this is so surreal.

      “Did Charlie tell you I’m in med school?” Ali asks. I give her my evil-eye warning. What is she up to?

      He nods. “I understand you’ve finished your third year at Georgetown. Have you decided on a specialty?”

      “Mmmm, not necessarily, but I enjoyed the rotation in the emergency room. The people, the injuries you learn about in that element are unbelievable. You’d be amazed at the things I’ve seen. Once, I had to stitch a poor boy back together after he was stabbed—stabbed by his girlfriend’s sister because he broke her sister’s heart.”

      “Ali Carter!” I scream.

      Colin throws his head back and laughs. I’m glad he finds her funny. I glare at her. She looks like a cherub sent from the heavens, but she’s a devil. I narrow my eyes and mouth Stop!

      He pulls me closer, still smiling. “You don’t have anything to worry, Ali. There won’t be a need for you to wield your scalpels against me. I’ll protect Charlie’s heart with my own.”

      As if it knows Colin is referring to it, my heart flutters; how is it possible he can be this romantic on top of everything else?

      Ali beams. “I just needed to make sure.” She pats his thigh, a friendly tap to confirm her consent and her eyes grow wide. Wow, she mouths, keeping her hand on his hard muscle.

      I nod and say, “You have no idea.”

      He looks at my sassy sister and then me, unsure of what passed between us, but we giggle so he lets it go.

      Ali is the first of many interruptions. We move when Mom brings my guitar and the kids sit around me to sing songs. Colin lies on the grass, elbow propping him up, and the view doesn’t get any better than him. He draws a large crowd. Everyone gets a pick and I go through “Old MacDonald” to a jumbled version of Katy Perry’s “Firework.” Ali pops in and I’m afraid. I close my eyes and shake my head when she suggests “At Last,” the song I sang to Colin at Blake’s. No one will take no for an answer, including Mr. Sex God himself and so I start.

      Of course I’m drawn to him and my voice dips an octave too low. I sing for him and everyone knows it—including Colin. I’m sure my face is the color of my pants when I’m done, but my reward is his hand on my lower back as he rushes me to the rear of the house. Now this is a kiss. This is more than a kiss. This is a 911 alert because I’m on fire. Holy sinful things I want to do to him. I tell him so too and he just smiles. Damn man.

      When we reemerge, Ian and Sammy ask him to play horseshoes with Dad. The four of them chat it up like long-lost pals and somewhere in the middle of their game I take him a fresh beer. As I cross the lawn, he steps from the sandpit to take a call. I smile when he’s quick to hang up and before I know his intentions, he holds his phone up and snaps my picture.

      “Let me see it!” I demand.

      “It’s beautiful, Charlie. You’re beautiful,” he says as he leans down for a kiss. Just for fun, I taste his bottom lip with my tongue. A low rumble resonates from his chest before he pulls away.

      I bounce with giddy joy. “I’m going to go help Mom with dinner.”

      “Don’t be gone long, baby.”

      My heart somersaults. I can’t believe how much a word or a look from him affects me. I’m glad to have a distraction in the form of corn on the cob. It’s boiling in a turkey fryer off to the side of the house. Just as I put the last batch in a roaster for transport to the buffet table, Max, the huge Rottweiler from next door, tears into our yard and knocks into the boiling pan. Max rights himself, but the fryer tips.

      I jump, but not fast enough. It slaps against the back of my leg, my exposed right ankle taking the brunt of the heat. I scream because damn, that hurts. Somehow, Colin is at my side, his breath bursting against my cheek as he picks me up.

      We’re in the house seconds later and he has me on the kitchen counter, foot in the sink. Cold water eases the sting.

      “I need your pants off,” he growls.

      What? Why now? Later would be a much better time. “It will swell and I need to get them off you before it happens. I can cut them if you prefer.”

      “No way, they’re my new favorite.”

      He glares at me. “I’m not worried about your fucking pants, Charlie. I’ll buy you a thousand pairs just like them.”

      “Fine, I can see you’re not in a reasonable mood.” I lean back and pop the button at my waist; I don’t want him getting near me with a sharp object. He’s all too happy to assist, lifting my butt to push them down my thighs, leaving me in my tank and a pair of pink lace panties. I bought them with him in mind, but who knew he’d get his first look with my mother ten feet behind him. Oh, and Ali now, too. Nice.

      “Hold on to me, baby.”

      I grab his neck. What had been soft cotton now feels like a bristle brush as it scrapes against delicate skin.

      “Damn—” The imaginative string of filth I normally hold back comes out in an easy rush.

      “Fuckity-fuck-pooh.” His brow rises, as does the corner of his mouth. “I have honestly never heard that before.”

      I laugh and Ali pushes him with her hip. “I taught her everything she knows. Come here, sister.”

      Dr. Carter is making a house call. She bends to look at my ankle under the water. Washing her hands in the opposite side of the sink and rinsing with the spray nozzle, she presses a finger to the burn. It smarts but I’ve suffered through worse.

      “Keep the water running on it for another ten minutes and I’ll be back.” She grabs my face with both of her hands. “Why do you always do this?”

      I shrug. “Who knows why things happen to me? They just do; I’ve learned to live with it.”

      Colin groans and I lift my eyes in time to see his rolling. Ali laughs, patting him on the back. “Better get used to it. She has a natural lure to all things dangerous or that cause injury.”

      “I’ve had the unfortunate pleasure to learn that she does.”

      Ali’s eyes snap to mine. “What have you not told me?” 

      I glare at both of them. “Nothing, you know everything. Factory falls and cut hand. I’ve been great for months. I guess I hit my safety limit and was due. Go.” I shoo her away; Mom too. “Don’t let this silly accident stop dinner. I’m fine.”

      Mom glances at Colin and says, “I can see that you are.” She follows Ali out the door and we watch through the window as the two of them get everyone eating.

      Colin rubs my back and now we’re alone with the running water.

      “If you’re trying to distract me, it’s working.”

      He smiles and glances out the picture window and to the guests that can see us as clearly as we can them.

      “You have a beautiful voice, baby. I didn’t realize you sing.”

      “This is it. At the cottage and most often by the fire, maybe sometimes in the shower, but I’m way to shy for karaoke.”

      He laughs. “Never once have I thought of you as shy, fiery maybe, but not shy.”

      “Why fiery?”

      “Well there is the obvious.” He picks up one of the many wayward curls. “Your hair. It’s beautiful, like you. In the sun it’s a flame, and in bed, with your head thrown back, it’s a low burning candle meant to tempt me.”

      Tucking the strands behind my ear, he says, “Your intense passion, how fierce you give love, and then there’s your temper.” He whistles. “Most definitely your temper.”

      I laugh. “Okay, I admit I’m good at overacting.”

      Our easy mood falls with the sinking sun. His gaze darkens, prompting my heartbeat to sprint. He doesn’t lean in to kiss me as I expect, but takes hold of my cheeks and swallows what appears to be a lump.

      “Why did you come here?” I whisper.

      Colin’s eyes close for a second and then he says, “There are so many things I would like to say, yet each time I try, words don’t seem enough. If I felt less, maybe this would easier, but Charlie, you should know the moment my life finally made sense was when I heard your voice. It’s my true north and I’m intent on staying the course.” His fingers slip into my hair and his mouth finds mine at the same time tears rush to my eyes. This kiss is as fierce as his hold, a possessive grip that screams mine louder than any statement.

      He breaks away in a rush of breath and his lips find my ear. “It will always be you.”

      Just when his mouth meets my neck, the back door bangs shut. He pulls away, but only so far as to tuck my head into my favorite place.

      “All clear in there?” Ali calls and I wipe below my eyes. She glides into the kitchen with a smirk and a wink. “Let me see you,” she says, washing her hands again.

      After a quick exam and a couple of pokes at my leg, she says, “Okay, let’s get you down so I can wrap you up.”

      She holds her hands out to help me but before I can move Colin picks me up, taking me to the chair she’s pulled out from the table. Instead of setting me down, he places me on his lap, turning so my ankle is held up for her. I tuck my smile into his neck.

      After wrapping what turns out to be a mix of first- and second-degree burns, Ali hands over a pair of cut-off jeans she had setting next to the first aid kit. Slipping from Colin’s lap, I catch him staring at my butt and laugh when he licks his lips.

      “Hungry?”

      He growls and reaches for me. “You know I am.”

      “I meant for food. Come on, let’s eat,” I say, grabbing his hand and pulling him to his feet.

      Dinner is full of good barbeque and laughs. We eat and eat some more. I escape dish duty and when everything is cleared, we sit around Gram to sing happy birthday. Every year, she’s surrounded by her grandchildren; this year, that includes Colin. He has me on his lap again; much to my consternation, given my entire family is present. Using the argument that it was easier to elevate my ankle, he won. Even with ibuprofen it stings.

      So here I am, with Colin’s breath on my neck, cousins and siblings around us. I couldn’t be happier. Every couple of minutes, his lips brush against my hair. In time, my leg gets stiff and I have to shuffle on his lap to readjust.

      “Careful,” he warns in my ear.

      I smile, knowing very well what he means. We’re close to running off into the woods. I wiggle again to let him know I’d be okay with that.

      “One of these days I’ll take you up on your offer, Charlie. You just won’t know when, but right now I really want a piece of Gram’s chocolate cake.” His eyes are dark, but filled with humor too.

      I pretend to pout. “You want cake more than me?”

      “Keep that lip away from me, or I’ll take it and you right here. What would Gram think of me then?” His voice is laced with just enough truth that I decide I better mind my manners. Before I do though, I kiss him on the cheek.

      Mom walks out with the chocolate concoction that has at least twenty-five candles ablaze on top. Gram holds her hands up, covering her mouth as she does every year in mock horror of the light show. In reality she loves every minute of it, enjoying the song and everyone singing it. Colin joins in. She gladly accepts help from around the table to blow out the inferno and works to ensure everyone has a piece.

      We dive in and I hum against the delicious goodness as it melts on my tongue. Lifting his second forkful, Colin’s brow rises. “You made this?” he asks, incredulous.

      “Yes.” I laugh. “You think it impossible I can make a cake?”

      “No, I think it impossible you didn’t burn the house down.” He laughs, as does everyone at the table.

      “Good one,” Ian says. Sammy gives him a high five. My response is to glare, waiting for an apology that never comes.

      “It’s very good,” he says in consolation. “I had no idea you could cook.”

      “Well, to be fair, we haven’t been anywhere I can cook for you. Next time we have a break I’ll make you dinner. You can decide then if I’m good at it.”

      “Deal.” He smiles and takes another bite while watching me. There’s more he hasn’t said; his eyes convey a shadow of his feelings. Maybe one day he’ll speak the words out loud.
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      REREAD COLIN’S NOTE for the tenth time in as many minutes.

      

      Dearest Charlie,

      When I am with you and only with you I feel as if I can achieve greatness. With you there is the possibility of renewed life and a dream I never believed could be a reality. I will give you everything I am capable of giving; it is yours. Colin

       

      He placed it on my pillow yesterday before he left. When I came down for breakfast my mom knew I wasn’t staying through Tuesday, so she helped me rearrange my flight. Less than twenty-four hours after he departed Traverse City, I’ll surprise him in Arkansas.

      The plane engines rev and I tuck the note in my bag. But before I shove it under my seat, I send Colin a quick text: Dear CM, the weather in Michigan is cold and rainy today. Wish you were here to warm me up ;) I miss you. CC. An immediate reply pops up and I smile from ear to ear as I read it. Dear CC, Please keep in mind tomorrow you will be thoroughly hot and I hope bothered. I miss you too. CM

       A stewardess gives my cell an evil eye and I rush my parting message. Stop, you’re making me blush. I have to run. I love you.

      Seconds after I hit Send, the phone is in my bag and then they’re both stowed away. The next few hours are a blur of stale pretzels, uncomfortable napping, and maneuvering out of the airport. Flying carry-on only allows me to bypass baggage claim and then hail a waiting cab. As promised, I reach for my cell to call my mom with an arrival update but it takes seconds to learn the battery is drained. Crap, I must not have turned it off during the flight. I’ll have to wait until I get to the hotel to connect with her.

      It’s closer than I thought, and my heart rate speeds when we pull up to the entrance. Colin had left instructions with the front desk to issue me a key to his suite and the clerk doesn’t seem to care that I’m a day early.

      With card in hand, I rush to the elevators, nervous only because my impromptu appearance doesn’t include Drake. But I spend the quick ride devising how to ensure Colin will forgive me. My mouth, his… ding.

      The bell announces the tenth floor and I say “Excuse me” to a couple pushing in before I’ve had a chance to exit.

      A thrill zips through my veins and I smile on the walk to the suite. I’m greeted by silence and décor that’s unfamiliar, yet familiar at the same time. The soft velvet sectional is a tempting prospect for my throbbing ankle, but I search for Colin’s laptop instead of lounging. I need to send a message home.

      The picture window on the bedroom wall frames the cityscape, clouds rolling and rumbling in the dark sky. I sink into the desk chair and touch the mouse to awaken the laptop. I blink through the bright light to focus on what stares back at me. My heart stumbles.

      A picture of me floats in the middle of the screen, with a smaller one of another woman imposed on top of it in the lower corner. Auburn hair, ivory skin, cherry-stained lips, straight nose and high cheekbones for both of us. The only difference is our eyes: gray to green.

      The similarities are striking.

      My eyes flash from the stranger to my loose curls and megawatt smile. I was so happy. At that moment, I didn’t want for anything but what I had. Colin came home for me, and I was surrounded by my family at the lake house. So who is the other woman and why are we side-by-side on his computer?

      And why is there a file titled C. Carter in the upper corner?

      I open it and click on the first link. An article I wrote for a men’s magazine last year pops up. The topic: problems with big brother government. My professional headshot, smooth curls, serene smile, is bright and cheerful before the headline.

      The next files are of varied social media posts, videos, tweets and my blog. The one-time publicized journal of my thoughts.

      Link after link reveals articles I’ve written over the last two years. Then a folder full of pictures opens. One was taken on the Notre Dame campus as I rushed from the Inn to my car after meeting Colin. Two others are from last fall, the first when I sat on a bench in the park reading a book, the second while I was out with friends at a bar. At least fifty pictures chronicle weeks of my life and in every photo I’m unaware of the photographer.

      The next link opens my biological parents’ death certificates, and my adoption decree. What the hell?

      I click on the last folder and the cursor blinks and blinks, keeping time with my pulse. Finally it opens and I choke on a cry. My hidden records are not so hidden. An account of my repeated rape and subsequent abortion, as reported by the social worker assigned to my case, stares back at me in sterile black and white font.

      He knew.

      The whole time he knew everything about me. I didn’t care about your past before, and I don’t care about it now. He made me tell him. He wrung out every sordid truth and he wasn’t shocked because he knew… he knew everything.

      But who is the woman?

      I bring up the Internet and type in the search bar Abby McKenna. Photos scatter across the screen and steal my breath. Red hair. Full lips. Ivory skin. My worst nightmare flashes in vibrant color. In one Getty Image Colin’s arm drapes around her waist and Abby beams, reaching across her stomach to hold his hand. The Cartier bracelet around her wrist weighs down my limbs, pulling me into a deep despair.

      I’m the spitting image of Colin’s dead wife.

      The surprised reactions from his friends and family. The comments I didn’t understand. No one but myself was fooled into believing I was on his team as a comms specialist. As Abby McKenna’s doppelganger they knew immediately that I was his mistress.

      My stomach churns.

      It all makes sense now. Colin saw me online, all of my posts and pictures and videos. Intrigued, he researched my background, learned everything about me—everything. Then he manipulated me at his press conference to accept this assignment.

      Keeping your unbiased perspective will allow you to form an opinion on what you learn firsthand, not from what others are saying.

      He needed me to go in blind. He needed me naïve and innocent. He needed a fool. I close my eyes and groan. I’ve been his puppet all along and he was the puppeteer manipulating my actions and emotions with such skill I never suspected a thing. He finds broken things and makes them whole. I was the ultimate conquest, his biggest challenge. Take broken Charlie Carter and fix and mend her into the long-gone wife he desperately wants back. A second chance at what once was.

      The room spins. I push back from the desk, bending over and shoving my head between my knees. My breath comes in a rush. Black spots sprinkle my vision. The screen on the computer dims, pitching the room into a deep darkness and all I hear is my thudding pulse.

      Mumbled voices interrupt my panic attack. One female, the other male. Ella and Colin. My shoulders tense. I can’t see him. Not yet, not until I’ve planned my defense.

      “Leave it alone, Ella.” Hair at my nape prickles from the annoyed edge in his tone.

      “Why? Are you afraid I’m right about Charlie?”

      Frustration burns raw and hot through my veins, making me dizzy again. I sit up, swallowing down a bout of nausea.

      “She isn’t your concern. Stay out of my personal life.”

      “I have no choice but to intervene,” she snaps back. “Your dick is thinking for you during a pivotal period of your campaign. You’ve worked toward this moment your entire life, and I won’t watch you throw away a chance at the presidency for a whore.”

      “Watch your mouth,” he growls. “You’re walking a very fine line. My affairs are mine to manage. I know what I’m doing. I told you from the beginning, Charlise is the perfect comms specialist to reach our target audience. She’s done exactly what we’ve asked, and the polls prove the effectiveness of her strategy.”

      I leave very little to fate.

      Of course. Every aspect of his life is calculated and designed. Including me.

      “But then you started fucking her and lost sight of what matters. For years we’ve planned every detail—Charlie Carter was never part of that equation. While you’re with her,” she hisses, “your opponents are campaigning harder. They’re gaining more support. This has to stop. This sick obsession with Abby, trying to recreate her with someone else, isn’t healthy. Can’t you see what you’re putting yourself through? You’ll never get back what you had. Abby is gone.”

      A vice squeezes around my chest, stealing all the oxygen from the room.

      “Get out,” he says through his teeth.

      “No. We’re talking about this mess. I’ve always supported you. I always will, but Colin, for the life of me I can’t figure out why you want to be with a woman who killed her own baby. For God’s sake, she’s a murderer.”

      He told her. Betrayal squeezes my heart in a brutal fist. How could he divulge my deepest, most painful secret to her? To the cool, rich, perfected princess who’s judged me from the moment we met.

      Oh.

      She hates me because I look like her sister.

      Her dead sister.

      I press shaking fingers over my mouth, holding in a cry.

      “That’s enough,” Colin snaps. “This topic is closed. Bring it up again and I swear, you will no longer be a part of my life. Do you understand?”

      “No.” Her tone softens, and I imagine her palm resting on his arm. Her claws sinking in and never letting go. “You told me when this started she was just a distraction—a good fuck. Right? That’s what you said while assuring my father that this girl meant nothing to you. You promised you’d walk away when it was time. Now is the time. The next President of the United States cannot be associated with a soiled Midwest bumpkin who runs home on the weekends to plan birthday parties for her grammie.”

      Regret erupts inside me so violently my head spins again. A distraction? A good fuck? Walk away?

      The urge to run hits me like a blow to my stomach and I jump to my feet. But the new vantage point only confirms I’m trapped. I need to walk directly into the lion’s den to flee.

      Tears rush my eyes.

      Silence rings in my ears.

      Then the room explodes into bright light, and I turn away, shielding my face from the intrusion. Seconds pass. I blink my vision into focus, and I’m caught in a deep, mesmerizing blue. Colin blocks the door, chest rising on breath coming too fast.

      “Charlie?”

      Surprise! I want to shout. I want to scream and cry and hurl obscenities, then fall to my knees in a fit of anger and wail on the floor. Instead I stand tall, chin up while shame colors his cheeks and clouds his eyes.

      “Charlie.” He licks his lips and steps forward. “Baby, I wasn’t expecting you today.”

      “Don’t.” The word holds so much vehemence he stops short. “Don’t ever call me that again. Don’t say anything. Don’t even think of me.” We’ll pretend the last few months never happened. Every minute, every word, every touch, it was all a sham that I fell for hook, line, and sinker. I’m such a fool. My temper boils over so hot, tears sting my eyes, not from a broken heart—those will come later—but because a burning ball of fury sears through my fingers and I want to strangle him and the Mistress of Darkness, then myself.

      Speaking of the devil, Ella pokes her head in. “If you’ll excuse me,” she drawls. “Colin, do let me know when you’d like to continue this conversation.”

      She smiles, then uses the door I wish I had never entered and want to use now. This is the end. The end to what I had hoped was the beginning of my love story. It’s just another tragic chapter in the life of Charlie Carter.

      I skirt around Colin and back out of the suite. He watches me like I’m a caged animal; his eyes wide and wary, but they never leave mine. Steps away from the couch, I trip over my bag. That was the giveaway. My black carry-on with the magenta bow tied to the handle announced my arrival.

      “Let me explain, Charlie.” His voice is heartbreakingly low.

      The floodgates inside me open, the pain cutting me in half. The stupid computer file. His dead wife, his betrayal, and his careless intentions. The agony tears through my body, destroying any hope for our relationship. Just as his duplicity shattered my heart.

      He reaches for me.

      I push his hands away. “How could you be so cruel?”

      “I don’t know what you heard—”

      “Everything! I know it all.”

      “No, you don’t. I promise you that I’ve never told Ella how I truly feel. That’s between me and you. Let’s sit down and talk. I’ll explain everything. Please,” he pleads. Here he is, Mr. President, turning on the charm, the believability factor. I’m sure it’s so I won’t write a scathing article about his true character. I was right. All politicians are lying sacks of shit.

      Screw his plea. “Don’t worry. I won’t put any of your bullshit to pen and paper. I went into this with an open mind, with wonder and hope that you truly held the moral compass to effect positive change in this country. I thought you did. I won’t ruin the hope of the American people who believe in you as I once did.”

      Colin’s face crumbles. Even devastated, his beauty is unparalleled.

      I hope I never see him again.

      I  take a step to leave. He grabs my arms, holding me in place and shaking me gently. Electricity zips through my veins. “Look at me, Charlie.”

      My vision blurs on a button of his white oxford, and he shakes a little harder. “Look at me, please.” I blink up to a mesmerizing, painful blue. “Don’t—leave—me. I need you.”

      I fist his shirt and drop my forehead onto my hands. Six months ago I would have laughed if someone would’ve predicted that I’d leave Michigan, have a torrid affair with Colin McKenna, and fall in love. Never in my wildest dreams could I imagine caring for a man so deeply that I ache for him. I ache for our future. I ache for the lies to become a truth. But then, my own feelings are a lie because I don’t know this man.

      I smack his chest. “You betrayed me.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You told her.” I smack him again. “You told her about Shane. About the baby.”

      “I promise I didn’t.”

      I push him. I push him a second time and he falls back. “I won’t listen to more of your lies,” I cry, my eyes burning with emotion. “I saw it all, everything in your sickening, pathetic Charlie Carter file!”

      A shattered breath rushes from his lungs. “No, you don’t understand. Charlie—”

      “Stop saying my name! Stop. Just stop.” How many times has he said my name passionately, or whispered it in my ear as we made love? It was never that to him. He used me. I’m the look-alike wife, a mirror into the past he can’t move beyond. I groan and suck in a breath.

      “How could you do this to me? How could you hurt me like this?” A tear escapes my eye and I brush it away as violently as I fling my final insult, “I didn’t believe it was possible to feel pain beyond what Shane Roberts did to me, but this hurts worse.”

      Colin’s shoulders slump.

      There is one last thing to do. I slip the bracelet off my wrist. I’ve thought of it as a symbol of his feelings for me, but I’m wrong. As I have been about everything regarding Colin McKenna. His heart is owned by the woman he promised to remember always. 

      “This belongs to someone else.” I hold the extravagant Cartier gift out for him but he’s frozen, so I set it on the table.

      He blinks to the bracelet. “It’s my love, Charlie. The only way I know how to give it.”

      “That’s not good enough!” A burst of resentment sharpens my tone. “You know what? You were right all those months ago. I deserve more than you can give me. So much more than lies and secondhand bullshit, and that, Senator McKenna, is a truth that will haunt you forever.”

      With one last look at his ravaged face, I grab my bag and turn, pulling the door open.

      “Don’t do this, Charlie,” he calls after me. “I need you to breathe.”

      A sheer and utter emptiness touches my skin, sending a shiver down my spine. I love him. God I love him so much regret feeds on my anger until I’m numb. I stumble to a stop and lean against the wall. I need to fix this. I want to go back and beg him to fix this. Make us better. Apologize and beg for my forgiveness. Fortunately, I have enough self-respect to drag myself to the end of the hallway.

      I press the elevator button. A sob sticks in my throat when the doors don’t immediately open. Then I jab the button again and again, giving up after a minute and throwing myself against the emergency exit. I race down flight after flight of stairs, running to no one and nowhere in particular in a strange city with no way out. But I’m free from the lies.

      With my head held high, shoulders back, and inhaling a shaky breath of confidence, I push through the lobby door and walk into an unknown tomorrow.
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        Want More Charlie and Colin? Click here to read Midnight Sky.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sing Me a Song Copyright © 2021 by C.A. Rene

        https://www.careneauthor.com/

        All rights reserved. This book, or any portion thereof, may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

        This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The characters and storylines are created by the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously.

        No copyright infringement intended.

        No claims have been made over songs and/or lyrics written. All credit goes to the original owner.

      

      

      

      
        
        Edited by: Lynn Walsh

      

      

      

      
        
        eBook ISBN: 978-1-7780191-5-9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UNTITLED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Through music you hypnotize people and when you get them at their weakest point, you can preach into their subconscious what we want to say.”

        -Jimi Hendrix
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      Raiden

      
        
        1983 – Loving Beginnings Orphanage

      

      

       

      “Say your bedtime prayers, boys,” Sister Jane says from the doorway of our room. “Father Robert will be here shortly to bless you.”

      “No!” I hear my brother whisper and begin to cry.

      Father Robert is not a nice man, and he’s been blessing us twice a week for three years now. His blessings don’t feel nice, and he likes to pick one of us to receive it while the others watch. 

      I wish my parents never left me or my brother because we went from a bad place to another way worse. This feels like the Hell the sisters are always teaching us about. It’s filled with demons and the devil who watches us, then wants us to burn forever with him.

      Father Robert seems more like the Devil, and the sisters are demons. They all feel evil. What did I do wrong? Why was I sent to Hell before I died? Is it because my parents were bad people? 

      The light turns out, and I can hear a few of the boys start to cry, along with my baby brother. I want to help them, but I’m just as weak and afraid.

      We hear the footsteps thudding in the hall, coming for our room, and I listen as the boys all hush up. He tends to pick the one most upset. 

      The door creaks open. I see his outline from the hallway light and bury my face under the covers.

      “Hello, children of God.” His deep voice circles around our heads. “Who wants to be blessed?” 

      We all remain silent, and I pray he changes his mind, or the Devil comes to take him away to burn forever.

      “Victor.” My heart stops, and I hear my brother’s wail. “Come see your father, child.” 

      I hear a struggle and then a loud slap as I imagine Father Robert’s hand connecting with my little brother’s face.

      I throw back my covers and stand on my bed just in time to see Father Robert forcing Victor to slip under his robes.

      “No!” I shout, and Father Robert looks at me. “I want to do it tonight.”

      His smile scares me, and his yellow teeth stand out against his thin pink lips.

      “Raiden.” He claps once. “I’m happy to see you are becoming eager for your blessings.”

      He shoves Victor out, and he lands on his bum on the hard floor. He whimpers and crawls back to his bed. I am his big brother, and Mommy made me promise to always protect him. I can’t break my promise. 

      “Come now.” 

      I get off the bed and drag my feet forward. If I do it just how he likes, it’ll be over quickly. He lifts his robes when I’m standing in front of him, and I see his privates, hairy and strange. I shuffle forward, and his hand lands on top of my head.

      “Watch now, children.” His voice sounds weird. “Watch how Raiden collects his blessing.”

       

      
        
        1993 – Enlightened Records

      

      

       

      “We’ve saved you from the clutches of evil,” Magistra Karen tells us from behind her large desk. “Now we need a few things from you.”

      “Don’t you want to be famous?” Magister Camden asks.

      “Yes,” the four of us answer in unison.

      “Don’t you want to be rich?” Magister Markus asks.

      “Yes,” we repeat.

      “The elders believe you are destined for greatness and want to help you with every one of your desires. All they require are sacrifices,” Magistra Karen smiles, her teeth much like Father Robert’s.

      “We want to bring you into the fold here in New York and especially into our parish. We are appointing you a manager. His name is Magus Kenny,” Magister Camden says.

      A guy about our age steps out of the shadows of the room and nods in our direction. 

      “What sacrifices?” Torrent asks. My little brother does not like the thought of serving others.

      “Souls,” Magistra Karen replies. “Many souls.”
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      Tempest

      My fingertips skim down between my breasts and slowly glide over my taut stomach. The heavy beat of “The Take” by Tory Lanez and Chris Brown washes over me as the heat from the fluorescents above heats my skin. I’m restless and craving the release only my body can provide. The beat quickens, so I reach for the pole above my head and pivot until I’m face to face with it. I wrap my legs around the steel as it warms against my palms.

      The room sways, and the fog thickens. I release my hands, letting my legs hold me in place. I lean back until I am parallel with the pole, my back hitting the cool metal, my vision upside down, as I stare out into the blurry faces of hungry-looking men.

      My heartbeat kicks up, I grab my tits in my hands, and give them a rough squeeze. That does it. The men stand in a frenzy and throw their wads of bills onto the stage.

      Predictable assholes.

      I rotate around the pole slowly until my hands touch the floor, then I hold myself in a handstand, letting my legs fall apart into a split. I let my body slowly fall over and land on the floor, stretching my arms over my head. I twerk my ass for good measure, then look over my shoulder at the crowd of men vying for my attention.

      The lights go dark, and I pull myself back up to standing. 

      “That was Tempest. Who wants to see more of her?” The crowd goes wild at the MC’s words, and I saunter backstage. “She’s here every night, same time.”

      Every night. How fucking sad does that sound? It’s fucking pathetic, really. I come here because I have nothing at home. I snort at that thought. Home. I live in a one-room apartment, because living in New York is fucking expensive. It’s even more expensive when you have to pay off a mountain of debt your cancer-ridden father leaves with his death.

      Aw fuck, I slap the wall as I walk toward the dressing room. I’m starting to feel shit again, and that can’t happen. I don’t have time to feel shit. 

      I round the corner into the room and see Sky sitting on her vanity, her feet on the edge, and her knees spread wide. Chanel has her head buried so deep between them; I almost worry she may be suffocating.

      “Good night?” Sky asks, her question ending in a moan. I hear Chanel slurping and roll my eyes. 

      “Probably,” I shrug, and sit at my vanity. I pull out the vial in my top drawer and dump some of the white powder onto the glass top. 

      I cut out my lines with a credit card that’s completely maxed and lean over, snorting the first line deep into my left nostril. None of us have a stitch of clothing on because what’s the fucking point? It all comes off anyway, and besides, none of us is ashamed of what we have. 

      “Fuck, yes,” Sky moans, and I look over my shoulder as she rides Chanel’s face. “I’m coming.”

      Chanel’s hand goes between her own legs as she works her clit and gets Sky off at the same time. Sky’s head tips back with a moan, and Chanel trembles between her legs, both girls coming at the same time, and neither are lesbians. How fucking poetic.

      Chanel stands up and brushes her bushy blonde hair off her shoulders. She’s tall, standing at six feet and rail thin. I can count every one of her ribs. Well, the ones not obstructed by the biggest pair of fake tits.

      “Tempest,” Chanel bends over me to fix her smudged mascara. “Can I borrow your gold G-String?”

      “You can have it if you’re borrowing it,” I snap and bend over to sniff the next line into my right nostril.

      The burn is fast, but the tingles that spread over my head feel amazing, and the sudden feeling of weight lifting off my shoulders is more addicting than the shit itself.

      “Sounds like you need a good pussy eating, too,” Sky snorts behind me as she lights a joint.

      Sky is the type of gorgeous that’s loud and in your face. Her features can take your breath away and her body can elicit immediate arousal. She used to do it to me constantly when I first started working here three months ago.

      Sky’s tall with a pair of never-ending legs. She has long box braids that end at her tailbone, and her eyes pop out of her face like golden orbs. Her skin is like a rich smooth umber, and those lips are what I use as a reference when I get my own plumped. There’s no one else who walks that stage as beautiful as Sky.

      Sky, Chanel, Diamond, Goldie, Queen, and I are just some of the regular girls who twerk our asses on the regular here at The Temple. They all use stage names to sensationalize their stage persona, and I say they because mine is not. 

      Tempest Skeigh Verona is my real name, and when Carl read that, I was hired on the spot. Didn’t matter that I was once a dance prospect for Juilliard or that I had already worked as a burlesque dancer in Vegas. The name got me hired.

      That’s what happens when you have a crackhead mother hell-bent on naming you something no other kid in the trailer park would have. She succeeded.

      “I need a man between my legs.” I grin at her. “Not into seeing a fried, box dyed head.”

      “Hey!” Chanel hollers from across the room. “Shut the fuck up, bitch!”

      “Yeah,” Sky snickers. “Not everyone can wear no makeup and still look like Megan Fox on her best day.”

      Whatever. I roll my eyes.

      Megan Fox.

      Maybe a doped-up stripper who hasn’t slept in days and needs a proper meal version of Megan Fox. It’s the jet-black hair, grey/green eyes, and a pouty lip combo. The tall and lean—I live off ramen and coffee—look. My ass is my best asset, and my tits are small. I’m just too nervous to go under the knife or else they’d be fucking beach balls.

      Doesn’t matter though, my tits may be apples, but I am still the highest paid dancer here. Thanks to me—according to Carl—traffic has increased by fifty percent since I showed up wet and exhausted looking for a job. And that’s just stage work, because you will never see me going to the back for private shows. I won’t be sucking or fucking any dick that comes through those doors. I may be a drug addicted stripper with barely any money to my name, but I still have my fucking pride.

      “Temp, Sky.” Carl appears at the door. “Can you stay later tomorrow night? I have a meeting, and I need a few girls on the poles.”

      These late-night meetings usually bring me the fattest tips because Carl entertains the high-end drug dealers and seedy looking men dressed in top-of-the-line tailored suits. He usually pairs me up with Sky, and if we touch each other a bit or make out, it really ramps up those Benjamin’s.

      “Sure,” Sky calls out, and I toss him a nod.

      “Thanks, ladies.” He scratches at his chin and looks slightly nervous. “It’s for Raiden’s celebration.”

      I raise a brow, not knowing what he’s talking about, and swing my head to Sky when I hear her gasp.

      “Carl…” She shakes her head. 

      “It’s just the meeting. Not the choosing,” he tries to convince her. 

      “Who are they?” I ask him.

      “They are the devil incarnate,” Sky mutters and gnaws on her lip.

      “I’ll do it alone,” I tell Carl. “Don’t force her if she doesn’t want to.”

      “No, Temp.” Sky rushes over to me. “You can’t do it either.”

      “I need the money, Sky.” I shake my head at her.

      “Okay, Tempest.” Carl nods. “You’re my best. I think you up there alone will be enough.”

      I watch as he leaves the doorway, and his footsteps echo down the hall.

      “Listen, Temp.” Sky lays her hand on my shoulder. “Whatever you do, don’t make eye contact and do not talk to any of them. Shake your ass and then leave as soon as the meeting is done.”

      “Sky, what the fuck?” I stare at her with wide eyes. “Why are you so scared of these men?”

      We see scary looking sons-of-bitches in here all the time. This shit isn’t new, so I can’t figure out what the fuck her issue is.

      “Just do as I say,” she says as the MC calls her name to the stage. She gives me a pointed look and repeats, “Just do as I say.”
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      Tempest 

      “I fucking bagged a thousand last night,” I say as I cut the lines out on my vanity. 

      “Plus, you’re doing overtime tonight. So shit, girl, you’re rolling in it,” Queen purrs in her raspy voice, her dark eyes glowing with envy.

      Queen is exactly what her name is. She’s the longest running stripper here and hitting almost forty. She looks good for her age, and that’s why Carl keeps her on, but her attitude is shit. She’s short, but she has all the right curves and a cute little pixie haircut on her platinum hair. 

      “Mm-hmm.” I nod, then sniff a line. 

      Not one person who works in this hole in the ground is sober. We all have a vice, and Queen’s is the little travel-sized vodka bottles you’d find in a cheap motel’s bar fridge. She downs about five in a row before she hits the stage, and then another three when she gets off. I don’t judge; I get it. I need this shit to help me walk out there, too.

      I was supposed to become a famous dancer, travel the world, marry prestigious and raise little brats. Things change in a heartbeat with the entertainment business, and you can go from slurping caviar to eating ramen noodles in an instant.

      “I wonder if Carl will have his annual meeting tonight,” Queen hums. “Those men really are delectable.”

      “You’ve worked one of these meetings?” I ask, finally finding someone who will tell me something. “Why is Sky so afraid of them?”

      “Sky’s a little pussy,” Queen sneers, and I roll my eyes. “If I still had a little pussy, I’d be out there tonight, too.” Gross.

      “There must be a reason she doesn’t want to be there,” I press, and Queen chugs back one of her mini bottles.

      “They sometimes hire the girls for private shows, and some of them never come back.” 

      “Like they go missing?” I gasp.

      “No, girl, I would assume they pay them well enough that they don’t need to come back. One stint lasted three days, and five girls were paid fifteen g’s each. One of them didn’t come back. She wasn’t here long, anyway. You should ask Tiny. She was there.” 

      Tiny. She’s our plus-sized stripper, and let me tell you, she can work a pole better than most here. 

      “Tiny went?” I question.

      “Yeah, one guy has a thing for big girls,” she shrugs.

      Tiny is back on shift tomorrow; I won’t be able to question her tonight before the meeting, but I’ll be able to rest my curiosity about the whole thing tomorrow.

      “Temp!” Freight calls out from the corridor. “You’re up.” 

      Freight is our security and lives up to the name we’ve given him. He’s as big as a Mack truck and will run anyone down that tries to harm us. He’s the reason I feel safe staying here late, because he walks each of us to our cars at night. 

      I stand and readjust my black bikini top, turning to study my ass-less chaps. I’m wearing the smallest G-string known to fucking man because we can’t get completely naked in New York, but you can be damn sure pussy lip slips are a thing. On the way out, I grab my cowgirl hat and wink at Freight.

      “Save a horse, ride a cowgirl?” I ask him.

      His mouth twitches with the beginning of a grin, and I chuckle. It’s the most I’ve ever gotten him to smile. 

      Big & Rich’s “Save a Horse” plays on the sound system and Mouth—our MC—growls into the mic.

      “It’s that time again, folks,” he croons. “She’s oiled, she’s primed, and you best believe she’s going to be leaving this stage wet.”

      “Ew,” I mutter. “Can he be any skeevier?”

      “Yeah, he can,” Freight nods, his voice deep.

      The lights drop low, and fog rises from under the stage, slowly rolling over it.

      “Tempest Skeigh,” Mouth moans over the mic, and I gag.

      I part the curtain and slowly strut out on stage, my hat low covering my upper face. I walk right up to the edge and see feet below me. Looks like I’ve brought in enough to occupy the front row. I slowly rotate my hips back, running my hand down my torso and over my mound. Then the music picks up, and I grab my pussy, gyrating into my hand as I throw my hat out to the crowd. One of the bar girls will grab it for me later.

      My jet-black hair tumbles in waves down my back as I swing around and drop to my knees. I let my legs slowly slide apart, giving them a full show of my ass and pussy, then leisurely crawl toward the pole. A few men call out, and some whistle as I reach up for the pole, dragging myself to standing. 

      I twirl around it once and then stop, the pole at my back, my back to the crowd. I arch and press my ass against the steel, letting the pole glide between my ass cheeks. The cool metal meets the sensitive skin between my cheeks as I gradually drop forward, twerking my ass against the pole.

      The crowd erupts with hoots and hollers as the paper bills hit the stage. It doesn’t take much to gain a man’s attention. The work comes with trying to keep it, and that is what’s made me so damn popular. 

      I turn around and shoot the crowd a wink as I rotate my wrist above my head, as if I’m readying a lasso. I run my other hand back down my torso and flick open the button on the front.

      “Please, fuck me, beautiful,” an older man pants at the front of the stage. 

      Not a cold chance in Hell. I throw him a wink anyway, and grin when I see him toss a couple of hundred-dollar bills on the stage. 

      I bend over as I push my chaps down my legs, giving the crowd an ample look at my perky tits, and stand up to step out of them. Then I hold my hands up toward the ceiling and rotate my hips seductively, like I’m riding a cock.

      I feel my barely-there scrap of material wedge up and between my pussy lips. I squat down, opening my legs wide, and hump forward. By now, the men have basically seen my pussy, all except that glistening hole, and that’s what has them focused. They want to catch a glimpse, and they refuse to look away in case they miss it.

      I come back up, moving my body in a seductive wave as I untie the strings on the back of my bikini top. I pull it off, dropping it to the stage, and grip my tits in my hands. 

      I don’t know why, it’s just a feeling of being pulled, like I have lost control of my eyes, and suddenly I am looking out past the crowd toward the back booths where four men sit. They don’t look like our usual patrons. They aren’t wearing suits, no leather cuts, and certainly not a badge. No, these men are dressed in oversized hoodies, the hoods obscuring half their faces, and dark wash jeans. 

      I finish my dance, slowly turning as my eyes stay on those four until my back is facing them, and I walk behind the curtain.

      Who the fuck were they? Two of them had long graying beards, like old men. That’s not weird around here, just that they were giving off younger vibes with their attires.

      “Tempest Skeigh,” Mouth moans into the mic. “She won’t give you a lap dance, but she’ll touch that pretty pussy for you.”

      Fucking gross.

      “They’re here.” An arm shoots out of an open door and pulls me into a darkened room.

      “Sky?” It’s her voice. I just don’t know why she’s acting like a weird moron. “Aren’t you off tonight?” 

      “Girl, they saw you. They have their eyes set on you.” She sounds petrified. “You’re going to be chosen.”

      “Okay, I need you to take several deep breaths and tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      “I know you saw them; everyone notices them when they come in here.” She’s whispering, and the grip she has on my arm is lethal.

      “Girl, I need to put some clothes on. It’s cold, and you’re clearly high as fuck.” I try to yank my arm out of her grasp.

      “Listen, Temp.” She hauls me in closer. “Don’t do this tonight. Just go home right now. These guys are fucking weird, and I’ve heard strange stories.”

      “Like what?”

      “It’s a long story. Leave with me right now, and I’ll tell you everything.” Her nails leave behind red indents in my skin.

      “I spoke to Queen, and she said it’s no big deal.” I finally free myself from her grip. “Tiny went to one of their events. I don’t know what’s wrong with you!” 

      “You’ve been warned, it’s all I can do,” she says, and leaves the room. 

      I finally see her in the dim light of the corridor. She’s dressed in oversized clothing and looks unrecognizable.

      The apprehension that skates down my spine has my hair on end and my heart skipping a beat.
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      Tempest

      The floor length mink coat Carl gave me is tickling my nose, and the fact that I’m wearing nothing underneath has me slightly unnerved. I know this is after hours, and I know all the same rules don’t apply, but I thought pussy was completely off limits.

      Carl assured me they wouldn’t touch, but they like certain things, and one of those things is a bare pussy. Whatever, I don’t care. I’ll be leaving here with a couple grand in my pocket, and that’s all that matters. Let the fuckers look.

      “Tempest, any particular song you want?” Mouth asks from behind me.

      “I really don’t care,” I shrug. I really don’t. I just snorted enough coke to down a bear. I’m good.

      He stares at me until I raise a brow, and then he’s scooting back to his booth. 

      “Ready?” Freight asks.

      “Yeah,” I nod. The movement makes my head spin and vision blur.

      Freight pulls back the black curtain, and I ascend the three steps to the stage. The room is dimmer than usual, and the place feels more intimate as the music plays softly in the background. I saunter to the pole and look out across the room. The place is empty save for a table in the back, still occupied by those four guys I saw earlier, Carl, and a fifth I haven’t seen before.

      I let the feel of the music move my body, and I let go of any thoughts lingering in my mind. I don’t care about that table and the men occupying it. Right now, I care only to enjoy this high, and have this next hour pass me by.

      I last about fifteen minutes in that fur atrocity, and then I shrug it off, throwing it aside. It’s hot in here, and I can’t be bothered if I’m as naked as the day I was born. 

      The men are preoccupied with their conversation, because not one of them has noticed me, and if they have, they’ve been discreet about it. Carl looks a bit stressed as he gnaws on his lip and drags his fingers across his forehead, making me more curious about what’s being said. 

      The original four men are still mostly covered by their hoods and baggy clothing, but the fifth member to join them looks professional in a three-piece suit and what looks to be an expensive silk tie. He screams overwhelming wealth, and even though his face looks older, he still has smoldering, handsome features. 

      I’ve seen men like him visit the trailer park whores or drug dealers and assume we all look up to them for how well they’re dressed. Little do they know; we’re watching to see when we can steal their wallets.

      They all rise from their seats simultaneously, and I realize I haven’t moved in the past five minutes. Fuck it, I’m high as a motherfucker. I slowly gyrate my hips as I try to look like I haven’t been intensely watching them. Carl is sweating as he nods profusely at the suited fucker that’s waving his pointer finger at him, and the other four have their arms crossed identically over their wide chests. 

      Suit cunt slaps his hand into Carl’s arm, and the five of them file out toward the exit with the suit in the lead. No one looks my way, even though I’m up here without a stitch on, and I can’t help but watch as they slowly walk by. It’s the last guy—the biggest of the bunch—who turns his head, his tattoo covered hand coming out of his hoodie pocket as he flicks something toward me. I blame my current high for my slow reaction, because I look to my feet and see a black switchblade embedded into the stage, less than an inch from my big toe.

      “Are you fucking serious?” I call out as their backs disappear through the exit. 

      None of them turns to look at me or the commotion I’m causing on the stage. They just open the doors and disappear into the night.

      Freight runs up on the stage, cursing, and throws the fur jacket over my shoulders. Then he bends and pulls the blade out of the wood. The handle and blade are both black save for an insignia etched into the handle. I try to see what it is, when I hear Carl muttering from the floor, and turn to look at him.

      He’s pale and his eyes are wide as he stares at the knife in Freight’s hand. “Take her back.”

      “Why the fuck did they do that?” I ask him, my heart beating wildly. He almost took off my fucking toe.

      Carl just shakes his head and continues to stare at the fucking knife. What the fuck just happened? I feel Freight’s arm wrap around my shoulders as he steers me back through the curtain.

      “Give me that knife.” I hold out my hand.

      “Are you su—”

      “Give me the fucking knife,” I cut him off, and he places it in my hand. 

      When I get to the dressing room, I throw the fur jacket in the corner. I sit at my vanity and flip the knife over in my hands. The whole thing feels like a carbide material, lightweight and smooth, but the blade itself is gleaming with a sharpened edge. Was he aiming for my fucking foot? Did he want the blade to sink through my flesh? I shiver at the thought and hold the handle closer to my face.

      There is an etching on either side. One side has what looks to be a weird, shaped lightning bolt, and the other has the name Raiden. Raiden? Is that his name? The fucker who tried to disfigure me? For no fucking reason? 

      “Raiden James.” Carl’s voice floats in from the doorway. “He’s the lead singer of the band Deluge.”

      I don’t have a single clue who the fuck Deluge is, but the name Raiden is sounding familiar. I twist the knife in my hands and read the name again. Raiden.

      “They come once a year to buy a few girls to work Raiden’s birthday.” It’s like he can read my thoughts.

      “Why would an old dude throw a knife at me?” I ask him.

      “You were chosen.”
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      I was chosen… Simple, right? 

      I’ve been moping around my one-room apartment all day, this knife still firmly in my grasp, and a wine bottle to my face. Carl told me to take the next few days off to recoup, but what the fuck am I recouping from? Almost losing a digit? Besides, he and I both know I can’t take a few days off. I have rent due and about eight credit cards I have to pay the minimum balance on. 

      I chug back the bit of wine left in the bottom of the bottle, and grab my purse, dropping the knife inside. Might as well shake my ass and make a few dollars for it.

       

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      My car pulls into the lot, and the brakes squeal as I come to a halt. Fuck off, how much more shit can go wrong? I get out of the car and slam the door with anger. Something rattles when I do, and I cringe at what I can only imagine will cost a fortune. I storm inside and see Chanel sitting at the bar, flirting with Kyle. He’s our hot bartender, and every girl here has tried to sleep with him … except me.

      Don’t get me wrong, he’s fucking gorgeous, built, and covered in tattoos. I just haven’t wanted anything to do with a dick in a long time. Or pussy, for that matter. I’ve had my head stuck in my finances and no time to fucking think of anything else.

      “Tempest!” Chanel calls out as she hurries to follow me into the back. “Everyone is talking about you today.”

      “Is that right?” I ask over my shoulder.

      “Is it true? Did Raiden choose you?”

      I pause and turn to face Chanel just as she stops herself from crashing into me.

      “What the fuck does that mean?” I growl into her face. Everyone wants to fucking talk, but not one person can give me an answer.

      “It means he wants you at his party. You don’t have to go through the choosing,” she shrugs.

      “What the actual fuck is a choosing?”

      “They have certain tastes. One likes the big girls; another likes the more ethnic …stuff like that.” 

      “All for a fucking birthday party?” I throw my hands up.

      “It’s Deluge. They were a huge rock band in the nineties.” Chanel’s brow lifts at my ignorance. 

      “Never heard of them.” I couldn’t afford a fucking CD player or whatever it was these old fuckers released their music on. And my parents weren’t huge into music, mostly just drugs and alcohol.

      “Look them up! Some of their shit is dark, but so good.”

      “I’ll pass.” Considering one of them tried to scar me for life last night.

      I strut into the dressing room and the chatter amongst the girls dies down. 

      “Spit it out,” I growl as I storm to my vanity.

      “Are you going to take the job?” Queen calls out.

      “Depends on if the amount of money offered offsets the fact that one of them threw a knife at me,” I spit out.

      “That’s only happened one other time here,” Tiny says as she sways to my side. “They made it worth my while, baby girl.” 

      “They threw a knife at you, too?” I swing around in my chair.

      “No,” she rolls her eyes. “I had one sticking out of my tire.”

      “What the fuck?” I exhale and shake my head.

      “They paid me more than enough to fix it,” she smirks.

      “Why does Raiden want to stick his knife everywhere?” I mutter, and Tiny gasps.

      “Raiden threw his knife at you?”

      “Yes, girl, I thought you got one too?” Is she stoned?

      “I got one from Squall. He’s the bassist, and he likes ‘em squishy.” She taps her large breasts. “From what I know, Raiden has never chosen.”

      “Chosen for what?” I ask, exasperated.

      “I can’t talk about it.” Tiny suddenly freezes up. “They made us sign an NDA.”

      “This is bullshit.” I turn away from her and lift the vial from my drawer. I need to take the edge off this day.

      “I told you not to do it.” Sky’s voice calls out.

      “Fuck off,” I yell at her over my shoulder. 

      The euphoria hits me as I inhale the line of bliss, falling back into my chair with a sigh.

      “I know this is all weird to you.” Sky is suddenly beside me. “There is something seriously wrong with that group. Have you heard of the Illuminati?”

      “There is no such thing as the Illuminati.” I roll my eyes at her.

      “There is,” she nods. “Some celebrities join to get the success they want. Some even sell their souls.”

      “Look.” I turn to look at her. “I agree. This shit is weird. Knife throwing or slashing tires sounds ridiculous, but it kind of makes sense for these strange rock bands. But what you’re saying about them being Illuminati is fucking crazy.” 

      I lean forward again and sniff the next line into my right nostril. 

      “They’re a metal band,” Sky says with a huff. 

      “Same shit.” 

      “Look them up on YouTube and see the shit they do on stage.” She looks at me earnestly. “Do that before you agree to anything and look into what it means to sell your soul to the Illuminati.”

      “Fine,” I agree, so she’ll just shut up and let me enjoy my high.

      I give Freight my song list for the night, and he watches me closely, like he’s expecting me to spontaneously combust. Everyone is treading carefully around me, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t making me more curious. I make a note to Google Deluge and the celebrities involved with the Illuminati when I get home.

      This time on stage, I’m distracted, not hearing the beats in the music, and lost in my own thoughts of knives and men in hoodies. No amount of drugs can stop my mind’s barrage of images. What is this celebration really about? Why is choosing a bunch of strippers such an ordeal? Is it really about something more nefarious?

      The night continues that same way and conversations with the other girls end up being one sided, with me mostly nodding or giving one-word answers. 

      “Temp,” Chanel snaps her fingers in my face. “We’re heading out. See you tomorrow.”

      I wave as the girls leave the dressing room, then I look down at myself. I’m still fucking naked. 

      “Tempest,” Sky calls as she pulls on her jacket. “Google them.”

      “Okay.” I roll my eyes and begin to get dressed.

      A few minutes later, I walk out the front to find Kyle cleaning around the bar, but no Freight.

      “Kyle, where’s Freight?” 

      “I think he went to hit the head. Need me to walk you out?” His arms are filled with dirty glasses and a few plates.

      “Nah, I’ll wait for him.” I wave him off.

      Freight takes a long ass time to get out of the fucking toilet, so I look out the front door and see I parked closer than I usually do. Anyway, who the fuck is still around at four in the morning? Fuck it, I decide to rush outside by myself.

      I make it to my piece of shit car, then roll my eyes when I realize my keys are somewhere in the bottom of my big ass purse. I open the purse, stick my hand in, and try to feel around for the irregular metal pieces. With a to shake my bag, I crouch to the ground, trying to peer inside.

      “Need some help?”

      I freeze at the sound of the raspy, unfamiliar voice.

      “No, thanks,” I mutter and take a deep breath.

      “You sure?” 

      Fear has my back breaking out into a cold sweat, and my mouth drying up.

      “Uh, uh.” I look over my shoulder, but my movement is stopped by the sole of a boot.

      I try to scramble forward away from the stranger, but that same boot drives into my lower spine, sending me flying face first into the pavement. A large boot holds me in place as I roll over on my back. I look up at the face of an exceptionally large man whose hoodie hides his features.

      “Looks like you caught something.”

      There are two of them. The second voice is deep, melodic, and doesn’t sound like he’s just smoked an entire pack of cigarettes.

      “Let me up.” I push at the tree trunk of a leg.

      “Tempest Skeigh Verona.” The second voice floats from above my head. “When I first heard it, I thought it was a unique stripper name, Tempest Skeigh. Then I find out it’s your actual name.”

      A hand snares into my hair, then I’m being dragged against the cement and pulled to my feet. My head comes to the man’s shoulders; I consider myself tall, but he’s freakishly tall. Another exceptionally large body is pressing against my back, and I freeze in complete terror. I still can’t make out the features of the first man, but I know he’s familiar. He looks a lot like one of the four men who were here last night.

      Deluge.

      “Is this part of my choosing?” I ask quietly, and the body behind me stills.

      “Shouldn’t have asked that,” the man in front of me tsks. 

      A knife appears in front of my face, and I open my mouth in a silent scream. I can’t move. My limbs are locked, and my body is vibrating as potent terror invades all my senses.

      The same all black-handled blade slowly comes at my face.

      “Something inside me calls to you, Tempest.” That voice washes over me, and I almost moan at the captivating sound. “Your blood sings to me, tempting me to spill it, and begging me to taste it.”

      The edge of the blade presses against my neck, and shockingly, I find myself arching it to give him easier access.

      “You feel that too, right? How the air around us changes? Our souls push against our barriers, trying to break through our skin to taste one another.”

      His words and that voice put me into some kind of trance, because I can feel myself languidly pushing back against him.

      “Sing me a song, Tempest Skeigh Verona.” 

      The blade cuts into the flesh of my neck, the sting instantaneous, and I can feel the slow, wet trickle of blood spilling down my neck. It’s a surface cut, but deep enough the blood flows unencumbered. 

      My head tips back on a sigh, and then I feel his lips seal around the wound on my neck. I moan, the sound a little high pitched and long. Very much like a song. The soft tug on the gash sends a wash of sensation over my body, and I gasp, reaching my hands up to wrap around the arm he has across my chest.

      We move forward, but I’m not paying attention until my chest and stomach hit a rough brick wall. I open my eyes and see I’ve been led into the alleyway between the club and the liquor store.

      I look to the mouth of the alley and see man number one standing with his back to us, guarding us from what… I don’t know. My senses float back to the surface, and I can feel the panic welling up inside me.

      “No.” I push back against the hard body behind me. “Let me go.”

      “What’s done is done. You’re mine now to use as I wish.” Fuck, his voice.

      “What the fuck does that mean?” I question.

      He pushes me back to the wall, and my hands fly forward to prevent my face from meeting the unforgiving brick. I curse the decision I made today to wear a long maxi dress and a ridiculously small thong. The skirt is pulled up and over my ass, making me curse. I try to get out from between him and the coarse wall, but he causes me to pause when his thumb presses into the cut on my neck. The throb from the wound, then the sound of him sucking my blood off his thumb and into his mouth, has my eyes rolling back in pleasure.

      My head falls forward to rest against the brick as his hands rove over my ass.

      “You’re perfect,” he says as his fingers pull on my thong. “You’re exactly what I’ve been searching for.”

      Then that delicious mouth, which acts as an outlet for that amazing voice, reseals around the laceration. His rough tongue brushes over the slice, and his fingers seek the wet warmth I know he’ll find between my legs.

      He parts my folds, and my knees grow weak at his touch. His fingers slip through my arousal and circle around the hardened nub, sending arcs of lightning across my skin. I moan and circle my waist, trying to create a sweet rhythm of friction for the hungry bundle of nerves he’s stroking.

      Then his finger pushes up into me, and I groan as his knuckles scrape against my walls. I feel my pussy constrict, sucking him in farther as he pushes in another and fucks me with them slowly. I’m groaning louder, and my pussy is sucking hungrily, the noises almost embarrassing. Almost … because right now, I couldn’t care less. I have never felt this way, and the orgasm that’s creeping up on me is shocking.

      My stomach tightens, my pussy clamps around his fingers, and my scream gets lodged in my throat as I crest the wave of my orgasm. I’m grinding into his hand when I feel a sharp pain on my right ass cheek. At first, it feels like an annoying scratch, but my orgasm overpowers it, and I only feel the smarting sting as I come down.

      He steps back, his warmth replaced with a chilling breeze, and I hear his quick intake of breath.

      “Mine,” he growls.

      I reach my hand back, wiping along my buttock, and bringing it back to my face. I’m shocked to find it’s covered in blood.
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      “What the fuck?” I gasp as the bright red of my blood coats my palm. 

      I turn to ask this stranger what he’s done, when I see him already leaving the alley.

      “Hey!” I drop my skirt and chase after him. “What the fuck did you do to me?”

      I grab his arm and find myself quickly slammed against the brick with his hand firmly around my throat.

      “Don’t ever fucking touch me,” he snarls, his mouth and the tip of his nose the only things visible under his hood.

      “You touched me,” I gasp as I try to look under the shade.

      “You’re mine, and I can do as I wish with you. Your body is mine; your breath is mine, and your dark, cold soul is mine.” I close my eyes at the sound of his voice, feeling myself become calmer than any effect a drug has given me. 

      “Raiden,” I whisper his name; it must be him.

      He has a goatee that curves around his full, round lips, the color of it black, with a sprinkling of gray throughout, and his nose is slightly wide, one nostril sporting two rings, while the other has a single stud. His tongue comes out to wet his bottom lip, and I see a small bar through the tip. I want to know how it would feel to have that bar gliding against my pussy and sinking deep inside.

      Fuck.

      I try to shake off the stupor I keep finding myself in and sort out my thoughts.

      “Why did you cut me?” 

      His hand squeezes tighter around my throat, and his plump lips pull back and tighten against his perfectly straight teeth. “You. Are. Mine.”

      His body crowds in against mine, and the coarse brick begins to dig into my back, his mouth so close to mine. I want his kiss, and the feel of his breath washing over my face has me wishing we could get closer still.

      Then he breaks away, and I whimper at the absence of his touch. He turns his back and walks away from me, like he didn’t just violate me in the best way. As I continue to lean against the wall, I try to catch my breath, feeling the sting on my ass and neck. I need about four Valium and twelve hours of sleep. 

      I push off the wall and swiftly walk back to my car. My ass is throbbing, the blood running down my leg. I’m starting to see why Sky was so fucking scared of these men. As much as I want to sleep, I need to get home and Google Deluge.
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      Once home, my slow as fuck laptop hums loudly like it’s ready to take off, and I pour myself a large glass of wine. The pain in my ass has eased, but the skin is an ugly red color and inflamed around a long, jagged cut. I clean the wound and cover it with a bandage. The sight of my broken skin makes me want to fucking lose it.

      I pull up Google and type in Deluge. A bunch of articles pop up, but it’s the first picture that has my full attention. All of them in what looks to be long, black robes, the hoods wide and low over their heads, and their mouths on full display. I intuitively know which one is Raiden. The shape of those lips will forever be ingrained in my mind, and I touch my neck on the cut he licked clean.

      The others are pretty much normal, save for the long, pointed beards. And is that a forked tongue?! One of them has a forked tongue! I scroll over the articles, and there are a few that stand out from the late nineties. 

      ‘Deluge causes a riot in the streets of Chicago.’

      ‘They’re at it again! Deluge Kills a dove on stage.’

      ‘Blood thrown onto the crowd! Deluge being fined.’

      ‘Is Deluge really a part of the Illuminati?’

      That last one gives me pause, and I quickly open the link. There’s a picture of the four of them, looking much younger and a lot more out of control. The picture is grainy with how old it is, so I can’t really pick out their features. But they’re all topless and muscular, like running backs. Two of them have their hands thrown up and their fingers shaped into a triangle.

      ‘Deluge greeted fans backstage tonight after their last concert for the tour. When a fan asked them what the secret to their success was, lead singer Raiden James said, ‘hard work and a lot of blood.’ To which his bandmate Torrent added, ‘sweat and tears, too.’ Strange right? Especially when they draw Illuminati symbols from dove’s blood onto the stage during their shows. Then let’s not forget their very own manager, Kenny Tonga, has been known to associate with many suspected Illuminati members.’

      Okay, so these guys sound a bit fucked-up, like a lot a bit, and my stinging ass can attest to that. My satisfied pussy, on the other hand, wants more of the fucking madness. I can’t help but be somewhat drawn to the man who tasted my blood and finger fucked me simultaneously.

      Next, I Google the Illuminati and skim through a few sites, but not really learning much. There’s nothing about selling souls to the devil, but there is an in-depth explanation about secret societies, and how we may never know exactly what the Illuminati are or what they stand for.

      I hit a link to a YouTube video, and one of their songs begins to play. It’s heavy metal with the angry sounding electric guitar and the hard crashing of drums, but Raiden’s voice is singing like it’s a Sunday choir. He sounds beautiful against the aggressive background noise, and his voice is melodic.

      I close the laptop and sit back on the couch. I’m intrigued, and if I’m being honest with myself, I have always been slightly attracted to the more fucked-up things in life. That includes the men I choose too. Hence why I’m sitting here in this one-room apartment and pulling my clothes off every night for a buck. I’m not your average twenty-one-year-old. 

      For as long as I can remember, everything that surrounded me was different shades of dark, and I grew up thinking that was normal. People weren’t nice, life was hard, and survival meant you made it another day. Anything more than that was a privilege, which I rarely had.

      Maybe if I had a mother who stuck around to raise me, things would’ve been different. I was about six when she left, but I can’t seem to summon her face or hear her voice. She’s long been forgotten. I have been told different versions of the same story, and they all add up to the same conclusion: She was a cunt who left her young daughter in the hands of an alcoholic father.

      I know nothing of her family, where she came from, and where she went. My father was rarely sober, so asking about her always resulted in more questions than answers. He resented her for leaving and even more for sticking me with him. Not that he raised me. I was left to the streets most days, and that meant I was stealing food and robbing people’s pockets.

      That’s why I’m sitting here, sucking back a bottle of wine, and wincing whenever I shift on my ass, instead of crying at a police station. I don’t trust the pigs, and I know in most cases, they cause bigger problems instead of solving them. 

      I know I can handle the likes of Deluge because this shit isn’t new to me, and men like Raiden are more familiar than not. Like he said, my soul is cold and dark, and I know there’s no light at the end of the tunnel around here.

      I chug down the rest of the bottle and let the glass hit the carpet, watching as it rolls toward a few others. Raiden may think he owns me, but he has no idea what owning me entails.

      I’m looking forward to watching him find out.
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      “Carl.” I slam my fists against my hips. “He and his goon jumped me as I was heading to my car.”

      “Why were you alone?” His brows crash together in confusion.

      “Who the fuck cares?” I throw my hands up. “They fucking jumped me, and that crazy motherfucker carved into my skin.” 

      I tip my head to show him my neck and then turn to lift the skirt I’m wearing, giving him a good view of the long, jagged cut on my ass cheek. 

      “I wanted you to stay home.” He drops his head into his hands. “Then maybe this could have been avoided.”

      “I can’t stay home!” I yell. “I need to work.”

      “Now, you’re in his sights. There’s nothing I can do.” He leans back in his chair. “You could leave this place.” 

      “Leave?” I widen my eyes.

      “Yeah, I don’t know that he wouldn’t hunt you down, though. I think he’d enjoy that.”

      “I’m not leaving because some old, asshole Illuminati bitch is trying to scare me.” I turn on my heel and stomp toward his office door.

      “Tempest, I wouldn’t say that shit to anyone else if I were you,” he calls to my back. “They are coming tonight for the choosing. Be ready.”

      “Fuck them,” I flip him the bird over my shoulder. “And fuck their fucking choosing.”

      Tonight’s line up consists of me, Queen, Diamond, and Tiny. I think Tiny requested this night, hoping Squall would choose her again. She said it was an amazing experience, and a lot of money was transferred into her account afterward. 

      I won’t be hitting the stage tonight. The cut on my ass is ugly, and I can only imagine what the girls would say about it. Instead, I sit at the bar with Kyle and guzzle back all the free drinks he rolls to me. I can see the interest in his eyes, but I can say with one-hundred percent certainty, he stirs absolutely nothing in me.

      “Not going on tonight?” he asks me.

      “Nope.” I shake my head and down the tequila shot, flicking the lime slice back at him.

      “Shame, I enjoy watching you the most,” he grins. He must be his panty dropping grin.

      “I bet,” I wink, and suddenly my back is hot as somebody steps up to it.

      I know who it is. It’s the same energy as last night, and I watch as Kyle scurries off down the bar like the pussy he is.

      “You carved into my ass like a fucking thanksgiving turkey, you asshole,” I snarl, my back still to him.

      “Is that why you’re not dancing?” 

      Fuck me, that voice.

      “I’m damaged enough on the inside; I’m not feeling like displaying the now damaged outside.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Do you want to never dance here again?” His breath hits my neck, and I shiver from its warmth.

      “Are you going to whisk me away and give me a better life?” I snort.

      “No,” he chuckles, and the sound goes straight to my clit. 

      I turn to confront him but once again see his back as he walks toward a table filled with the other band members and their manager. All of them wear hoods, save for the cunt in a suit, and all of them are looking my way. Raiden sits in the booth and leans back, his legs opening wide. His fingers curl into the hairs on his chin, and my mouth waters when I remember where they were early this morning.

      My reaction to him is nothing short of visceral, and from the smirks of his bandmates, they notice it, too. The only one not smirking is their manager. He’s looking at me like I’m unworthy, and his brow lifts as if to ask, why are you still looking? I flip him the bird and turn back around on my stool. He doesn’t intimidate me, but he is dredging up these feelings of not being good enough.

      I hop down from my stool and make my way back to the dressing room. I’m inebriated from alcohol, but alcohol stopped being enough a long time ago. Now I need something stronger, something more chemical, to stop myself from succumbing to everything I’ve failed to deal with. 

      “I have to do three dances tonight,” Diamond moans from the vanity beside me. 

      “Sorry, girl,” I shrug as I cut my lines into the glass top. “I had an accident, and I don’t think men want to see a bloody bandage on stage.”

      She looks at me skeptically, but I don’t give a fuck. Diamond is a girl who grew up with a lot of money, and this is her big rebellion to her pretentious family. She’s pretty enough, but her face always holds that haughty sneer rich people inherit. Her hair is a dirty blonde, and her eyes are a bright green. She’s average height, her body still all soft curves, showcasing her lack of work and young age. 

      “I was asked to come tonight.” She lights a cigarette, and I scrunch my face at the smell. I hate cigarettes. “Looks like I might be working at some private party.”

      “Were you given a knife?” I ask her.

      “What?” She looks from me to the coke on my table. 

      “Never mind.”

      “Carl asked me to come.” She flips back her hair with a grin on her face.

      She’s had a thing for Carl for a while now, and I find it amusing when he barely acknowledges her. He’s easily fifteen years older than her, but whatever, all girls find themselves crushing on an older man at some point in their lives. I’ve had a few myself.

      “Diamond,” Freight calls. “You’re up.”

      I turn to look at Freight, finding his jaw clenched tight as he purposely ignores me.

      “I’m sorry about not waiting for you to walk me last night,” I tell him. I’m not sure how much Carl has told him.

      “That could’ve been dangerous, Tempest.” His deep voice growls. “You could’ve been grabbed. Do you know the type of men who watch you?’

      Okay, so he knows nothing about what happened.

      “I know. I won’t do it again,” I tell him as he gives me a curt nod, then walks Diamond to the stage.

      I’m finally alone in the dressing room. Diamond is about to do her set, Queen is walking the tables, and Tiny is doing a private dance down the hall. I lean back in my chair and breathe in deep; I can feel something is coming, something different, and something life altering. It’s there, just floating beyond my reach, and I’m ready to leap forward.

      “You should wear your leather number, the dominatrix one,” Carl says.

      “Okay,” I shrug, “I can’t dance tonight. Did you want me at the tables?”

      “Nah, Queen got it. Just get ready.” He raps his knuckles on the door, then walks back toward his office.

      I pull my hair back into a high pony and decide on dark smoky makeup. Might as well look as dark as I feel.
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      The lights are dimmed; the doors are locked, and the five men line the edge of the stage. They want to see us dance, watch us entertain, and see if we are good enough for the likes of Deluge. 

      “Tiny is up next, and she’ll be dancing to “Pony” by Ginuwine.” Mouth announces, and I try hard not to roll my eyes at the most obvious song choice.

      Tiny blows us all a kiss and struts to the front to grab the pole. Tiny is all curves, but she works them perfectly to the beat. She does her number, and even I’m a little hot and bothered when she comes strolling back to us in nothing but a string up her ass. 

      “Diamond will dance to “Candy Shop” by 50 Cent,” Mouth calls out, and I can’t stop the groan that escapes my mouth.

      Diamond shoots me a look before she heads out to the front of the stage. She begins her dance, and I watch as Raiden leans forward, resting his arms on the glossy wooden surface. He’s not looking at her. I can tell his eyes are trained on me, and that hood does nothing to hide it.

      “Queen is up, and she will dance to “London Bridge” by Fergie.” 

      Queen claps her hands and skips out to the pole. London Bridge? Really? She’s been stripping this long, and she picks London Bridge? I close my eyes and still feel the heat of his glare.

      “Tempest Skeigh is up, and she’s dancing to “Swim” by Chase Atlantic.” 

      My body goes on autopilot as I saunter toward the pole. My hips sway in time with the music as I drag the zipper down my chest. I grab for the pole and hoist myself up, spinning around it seductively. 

      Raiden slowly straightens from the stage, and I can see his jawline under the hood tightening. I don’t have any skin showing in this leather ensemble since it’s a full catsuit, and that suits me because of the still inflamed cut on my ass.

      My feet touch the stage again, and I pivot to face the five men in front of me. I have nothing on underneath, and the sweat collecting between my breasts begins to roll down to my stomach. I lick my lips, close my eyes, and rotate my hips as I work the zipper down to my belly button. My breasts strain against the leather, and I grasp the suit to pull it open.

      “Enough.” His voice cuts through all the music, straight through my chest, making my heart sputter. “You were already chosen. There’s no need for you to dance.”

      I look down at him and quirk my brow. Why is he really interrupting my dance?

      “I think we already got an idea of how you move last night,” the guy to Raiden’s right chuckles.

      “Oh, yeah?” I say to him as I lower myself to a squat, meeting his hood to my eye. “When do you cut everyone else open and taste their blood? Is it that particular move you’re talking about?”

      He doesn’t answer me, and I smirk as I rise back to standing. I won’t be afraid of a bunch of old guys still trapped in their golden era. They can hop from club to club looking for strippers all they want. They’re still just a bunch of has-beens.

      I walk back to the lineup and stand there with my chest still exposed. I cross my arms and look at Carl with my brow raised. What now?

      “We’re missing someone,” the suit calls out. “Someone else was chosen.” 

      “Sorry, Kenny. Who else?” Carl strides forward. That’s the suit’s name and the band’s manager, Kenny Tonga.

      “Hail chose Sky,” Kenny says.

      “S-Sky hasn’t been in for the last f-few days,” Carl stutters a bit. “I’ll call her.”

      “See that you do.”

      Then we all stand there and watch as Kenny turns, starting for the exit with his band following single file … all but Raiden. He points his finger at me and then curls it toward him, beckoning me to him. It’s like a string is connected from that finger to my soul, because I walk to him without thinking.

      He drops his hood, and I suck in a breath when I see his face. He’s breathtaking, and I don’t mean in the pretty sense. No, Raiden is dark and devastatingly breathtaking. His skin is a shade of sepia, silky, and decadent looking. His eyes are a unique blend of light green and gold, shining bright against his skin tone. Dark, thick lashes extend from his eyelids and nearly touch his eyebrows. His nose has the piercings on display, and those lips … so sinful as he smirks.

      I squat down so we are face to face, and those eyes lock mine into place. I open my mouth to say something when his hand fastens around my throat, pulling me in.

      “Did you misunderstand me when I said you were mine?” I want to moan at the sound of his voice, but I swallow it down.

      I shake my head, still staring into those eyes, unable to look away.

      “That includes your body, the skin wrapped around it, and the blood pumping through it. All. Fucking. Mine.” His fingers tighten, and my eyes widen when I can no longer suck in air. “Do I need to carve into this face to make my point?”

      He removes his hand as I shake my head again. I clutch at my throat while gasping for air, and he chuckles.

      “I’ll see you soon,” he says as he pulls his hood back up, following the rest of his group through the exit doors. 

      My insides quake with uncertainty, but my pussy is soaking with anticipation.
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      Tempest

      The ceiling is spinning as I squint my eyes and try to focus on one spot. As soon as I came home, I grabbed the bottle of vodka and guzzled almost half in one shot. I’ll see you soon. As ominous as it sounds, I can’t help but wonder how long soon will be, and if it involves more of what happened in that alley … minus the skin carving.

      Speaking of, after my shower, I stood there and stared at the laceration. It looks like a lightning bolt or three sevens from top to bottom. I’ll be lucky if it doesn’t scar because the cuts are deep. I roll over and groan when the room rolls with me. Maybe a glass of water is needed.

      I get up and stumble my way into the kitchen area, hitting a few objects on the way. I pull open the small fridge, grab a bottle of water when something catches my eye at the one and only window in this shithole. It’s raining heavily, but I swear I can make out a figure standing about a yard away by a tree. 

      I rush to the window in my drunken stupor, almost hitting the glass, and pull the curtains closed. Did I actually see someone or was I imagining it? After the past few days of dealing with Deluge and all the secrecy bullshit behind them, I can see why I would imagine shit. That, and vodka makes for a terrible combo. 

      I stagger back to my bed and fall face first into the pillows. 
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      My mouth feels like I ate a pot of dirt and dipped it in a pile of shit. My head is pounding, and my bladder is protesting. Fuck me and my impulsive decisions to drown in bottles of whatever I can find. 

      I roll out of bed and head to the bathroom; I need to wash the stench of alcohol off me. I need to speak to Sky today and ask her why the fuck she didn’t tell me she was chosen as well. She is obviously trying to avoid these guys, but it doesn’t look like they’re going to let her. I can only imagine how fucking scared she is.

      I get myself ready for work and step out of my apartment, locking the door. Then I jog down the narrow stairs that lead to the parking lot. The sun has set long ago, and the lights for the lot are mostly out, so I don’t see the black limo until it’s too late.

      “Miss Verona. I will be taking you to your destination,” a tall man in a chauffeur’s suit says as he opens the door.

      “Like fuck you will, old man—”

      “Temp, get in here.” Sky’s voice cuts me off, and I bend to look inside the limo.

      She’s sitting in the far corner with a pair of shades on her face and an oversized hoodie on her slight frame. I do as she says and slide in beside her.

      “What the fuck is this?” I watch as she opens the mini fridge and pulls out a champagne bottle. I gag a little because of my hangover, but my hand still reaches for the bottle.

      “We’re being taken to them,” she mutters.

      “Excuse you?” I ask as I tip back the bottle.

      “Deluge, this is their limo.” She rests her head against the seat.

      “How the fuck were you not gonna tell me you were chosen?” I snarl at her.

      “I was chosen last year too,” she moans, turning her head to the window. “I worked at a different club. They came by, and I ended up with a knife stuck in my vanity.”

      I continue to gulp back the champagne, waiting for her to continue.

      “I ran out. Temp, I heard some things. I read things, and fuck, I watched videos. They do crazy shit on stage, and they are known Illuminati members. It really fucking freaks me out. What’s up with all this choosing shit, ya know?”

      “True,” I nod. It is all fucking strange.

      “I laid low for a bit, then found this job here at The Temple,” she huffs. “But now they’re here.”

      “Did Hail choose you last time, too?” I ask her.

      “Yeah,” she mutters and grabs the bottle back. “This time his knife was stuck in my mother’s front door.”

      Fuck. That’s a veiled threat, and I can see why she’s so scared.

      I look out the window and notice we’re going in the opposite direction from the club. We head straight for Manhattan, and my heart once again picks up speed.

      “We’re going to their office, I would assume,” Sky says as she watches me freak out. “According to Tiny, they bring everyone here first to sign NDAs and to agree to the terms.”

      “You have a choice, Sky. You could decline the offer.”

      “Do I?” Her big brown eyes focus on me. “He stuck a knife in my mother’s door. Did you Google them like I told you? Did you not see how fucked-up they are?”

      Do we have a choice?

      I want to say yes. Of course we have a choice, because that’s the way life should be, but I think back to that alley and then to last night. No, we don’t have a fucking choice. Tiny went to one of these things and she said she liked it. Fuck, she’s even trying to get there again this year. Can it really be that bad dancing for a bunch of old guys?

      The drive is about thirty minutes, and we pull up to a glass building, the moon and stars reflecting off its surface. 

      “This building belongs to Deluge?” 

      “No, this is their management company’s building,” Sky answers as the driver gets out and opens the door.

      We both get out and look up the length of the skyscraper. The towering frame is intimidating, just like its occupants, and I pull my jacket tighter around me. 

      “Let’s get this the fuck over with,” she growls as she storms toward a set of double doors. There’s no name on this building, nothing to indicate ownership.

      The door opens before she reaches it, and another guy waves her inside. He looks over at me with a raised brow. 

      “How the fuck do I get myself into these situations?” I mutter and follow Sky.

      I walk through the door and find Sky sitting on a couch with a few other girls. There’s about ten of us in here, and one I recognize besides me and Sky… Diamond.

      “Hey, girls,” she smirks.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Sky snaps at her, and I cough to hide my laugh.

      “I’m so excited to be here,” Diamond gushes to the girl beside her. “I love Deluge’s music. I grew up with their music playing in my house.”

      “If you will follow me, ladies.” A woman stands from the front desk.

      All the girls follow her, and I end up being the last one, dragging my feet. She leads us down one corridor and then we turn into another. I see the different record plaques on the wall, platinum, diamonds, golds… 

      A hand appears from a darkened office, and I’m yanked inside. Before I can scream, a hand covers my mouth, and I’m shoved against the wall.

      This feels all too familiar.
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      Tempest

      Raiden.

      I know it’s him without seeing him, because my brain has marked his scent as unique and familiar. He’s pressed against my back, pushing me into the wall, and his nose hits my neck.

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t show.” His voice is low and melodic. “I wanted to hunt you down, drag you here, and then punish you.”

      His other hand grabs onto my ass—right over the cut—and squeezes. I whimper as pain skates up my back and down my leg. He rips down my leggings and slaps his hand to the cut, then chuckles when I yell into his hand.

      “That’s going to be a gorgeous scar.”

      I struggle until he lets me go, and I shove him off me, pulling my pants back up. I turn to face him and step in closer to his body.

      He doesn’t have his hood up today, and even though it’s dark in here, I can still see his features. His hair is cropped short, but I can see the gray at his temples. His eyes sparkle with a sinister look, and his luscious mouth is curved into a wicked smirk.

      “Punish me how?” What?

      His brows raise with surprise, and he barks out a dark sounding laugh.

      “Something that would involve your blood running over your skin and into my mouth.”

      Well.

      “Do you think you’re a vampire or something?” I cross my arms. “Too much acid during your heyday?”

      “Blood is a person’s life force.” Fuck, his voice. “You can learn a lot about them when you drink their vitality.”

      “That’s fucked-up,” I shake my head.

      He licks his lips and bites down on the bottom one, making my thighs clench. Then he steps into me, and I drop my arms from my chest just to feel him.

      “Do you want to know what I learned about you, Tempest?” I want to moan when he says my name.

      “Yes,” I answer in a whisper as his mouth lowers closer to mine.

      “You’re sad, you have a bottomless depth to your pain, and you’re weak.” His breath fans my face, and even though his words are harsh … he’s right. 

      “Fuck you.” It comes out sounding weak. “Was it you outside my apartment last night?”

      His face turns dark, and he completely ignores my question. “Go back into the hall and enter the last door on the right. Sign the paperwork, Tempest, and I will help you soar past all of that.”

      I want him to kiss me. He’s standing so close, and his mouth is right there…

      He pulls back and turns me around. “Go.”

      When I open the door, I step out, then slam it shut behind me, rolling my eyes as I hear his laugh. I’m in so much fucking trouble. I can feel all things nefarious when I’m near him, and yet my body wants him. 

      The girls are standing in a line in front of a desk and sitting at the desk is Kenny himself, and he’s handing out envelopes to each of them. Looks thick, and again, I try to shake some sense into my head. Why would a birthday party need all this? These guys aren’t popular anymore. TMZ wouldn’t care about them, and it doesn’t look like girls are trying to chase them down.

      “Where the fuck were you?” Sky clamps her fingers into my forearm, hauling me to her side.

      I shrug and look straight ahead.

      “Be careful,” she hisses, then snatches the envelope out of Kenny’s hand.

      The look on his face is comical. He’s looking at her like she’s grown an extra head, and I can’t control the giggle that escapes.

      “Ah, Tempest Skeigh Verona.” He gives me a disgusted once-over. “That is an interesting name. It means storm.”

      “I know that,” I huff as I grab onto the envelope. His grip stays firm, and he looks into my eyes. “Don’t get too attached.”

      I pull on the envelope, and he lets it go with a smirk. I sit down beside Sky on the couch and pull out the contents of the envelope. There is indeed an NDA inside, it clearly states: anything that happens during this weeklong excursion is never repeated. A week?! The next page is an agreement to fly on a chartered jet to an undisclosed destination of the band’s choice. What the fuck? I won’t even know where I’m going until I get there.

      The energy in the room changes, like something cold but electrifying has entered, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand. Raiden is here. I don’t look up, and instead, read the next page that says I will be paid a cool thirty g’s for this gig.

      I choke on my saliva and drop the papers to the floor. Sky barely lifts her head to look at me, shaking it subtly. Is this shit for real? They are paying ten girls thirty thousand to shake their asses for a week? Fucking sign me up!

      I pick up the papers and stride over to the desk where Kenny and Raiden have their heads close together, speaking low.

      “I need a pen,” I say to Kenny, not once looking at Raiden.

      “Don’t you think you should read all the fine print?” Kenny has that grimy smirk on his face.

      “My life has never been based on the fine print, and I’m not going to start now.”

      Raiden chuckles and hands me a pen. Our fingers touch as I grab it, and I gasp at the electric current that courses up my arm. His smile drops and his eyebrows crash together in a look of frustration. 

      “I should ask for your signature in blood,” he mutters as he turns and storms out of the office.

      “Still sure you don’t want to read the fine print?” Kenny sneers.

      His face pisses me off, so I throw the papers down on his desk and bend over to sign each one.

      “Are you sure you picked the right girl?” I sneer back at him as I stuff the papers back in the envelope.

      “Oh, I’m sure, Tempest Skeigh Verona.”
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      Raiden

      There’s something that simmers just under the surface of her skin that sings to my fucking soul. I want to cut her open and watch it all seep out of her. The feeling is so strong, and I have to focus all my attention on not stabbing her jugular, just so I can breathe again. 

      When I watched her dance on the stage, wearing nothing but that fur abomination, I knew she was something special. Since then, it’s been hard to stay away. I hate that she’s being dragged into this because I can see the strength hidden there under her pain. 

      The night Torrent and I watched her leave that piece of shit club to run to her car wasn’t planned. I didn’t want to approach her; I didn’t want to touch her, but I lost all common sense, and my instincts took over. She looked weak; she looked scared and tantalizing.

      I can still see those stormy grey eyes narrowing in anger as I dismissed her. Those eyes portray everything, and the pain that shines through them is fucking delectable. I can see why they wanted her there, and why I had to be the one to choose her.

      I storm down the corridor and into my office, slamming the door shut behind me. When her skin brushed against mine, I had the overwhelming need to kill something, just to stave off the craving for more of her touch. I will not get attached to her. There can be no sentiment associated with the dark-haired demon.

      It’s a fucking shame because I have never been this drawn to anybody before, and now her life is in my very hands.

      “What’s up your ass?” 

      I turn at the sound of Torrent’s voice and throw myself into my chair. Torrent is my blood brother. Our parents were drug addicts, and both died of overdoses when we were younger. We both ended up in an orphanage, and when I turned sixteen—he was fourteen—we ran off. A few years later, we started Deluge, and we haven’t looked back.

      “Nothing.” I crack my neck.

      “You saw her, didn’t you?”

      I give him a brief nod and lean back. “I don’t know how I’m going to last the week with her.”

      “Good thing you won’t have to see her after that,” he chuckles, then snorts the line he’s cut up on my desk.

      “I think someone’s watching her,” I mumble.

      “Probably Kenny,” he shrugs.

      “I can only hope after this year we’ll be done with this shit, then moving on to the next group.” I scrub my hand down my face.

      “I can’t wait to see the look on Kenny’s face when it all goes down,” Torrent laughs.

      “He brought us into this mess … it’s only right he sees us out of it.”

      “Revenge will taste so fucking sweet,” Torrent laughs.

      “Yeah,” I mumble and turn to look out the window. “Did yours show up?”

      “Of course, that bitch was eager,” he chuckles and stands. “Hail and I are heading out to get everything we need for mass. Do you need anything?”

      I shake my head, and a few seconds later, the door opens and shuts. 

      The thought of my birthday is exhausting, and the age I’m turning probably has a lot to do with it. 

      Forty-five.

      Age means nothing to me; it’s how I feel on the inside, and my insides are brimming with youth. It’s my mind that’s exhausted. I carry this group; I lead us with an iron fist, and sometimes their faces feel just how iron it is. My birthday used to be a cause for excitement and anticipation, but now I just want to get it over with.

      I’m getting restless as I pour over details, making sure everything is exactly right, and keeping our manager in the dark. This is by far the largest group of them yet, including the original four who coerced us to sign our names in blood, taking advantage of our young age and jaded pasts.

      There is one thing I’m looking forward to, and it’s the one thing I have been cursing myself for. I pull out the switchblade in my pocket and open it up. There are still a few brown spots of her dried blood on the blade, and I run my tongue along its sharpened edge, risking the slice to taste her again.

      I wasn’t lying when I told her she tasted of pain and weakness, but there was something I left out. Her blood was flavored like sin, and it’s that part which calls to me. I have never had something so weak, yet so sinful.

      My cock swells in my pants, and I grab it as my tongue envelopes the tip of the blade. Soon enough, I will have her at my mercy, her body to do with as I please, and those eyes to stare into as long as I want. When I’ve had my fill, I’ll be more than ready to let her go.
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      The club is packed tonight, and I am still shaken over the fact that in a few hours, I will board a jet to an unknown destination to earn thirty grand. It’s an answer to so many of my problems. Will it clear all my debts? No, but it will certainly chop them down to normal standards.

      I’ve just finished my set, and I’m waiting for Sky to finish up hers. Then we’re going to leave here and head to the address that was sent to us via text this morning. I may be excited to earn all this money in what I hope will be an exotic locale, but I also feel trepidation about all the secrets and seeing Raiden again.

      My mind has been held hostage the last few days since I saw him, and my body replays every spot he’s touched me. 

      “You girls are so lucky,” Tiny moans from her vanity.

      “I know,” Diamond says, her voice dripping with disdain.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get chosen this year,” I say to her, and she gives me a small smile.

      I saw the girl who Squall had chosen this time, and she’s also a gorgeous plus sized dancer from another club. 

      “Verona,” Carl calls from the doorway. “My office.”

      I feel like telling him to fuck off, but frankly, thirty grand still isn’t enough to walk out on my job. Besides, Carl hasn’t done anything to me but be kind and give me a job.

      He’s sitting at his desk when I get there, and I close the door behind me.

      “What’s up?” I ask, and he looks up at me.

      “I need you to sign this form before you leave today.” He shoves a piece of paper across the desk.

      I read it and laugh out loud. It’s basically something that states I chose of my free will to take part in this event and in no way did The Temple have anything to do with it.

      “This is all starting to sound like if I die, then none of y’all can be sued.” I look into his wide eyes. “Do I need to know something?”

      “It’s because you are leaving the country with a group of men to do a private party. You met those men in my club, and if anything happens to you overseas, I do not need the police breathing down my neck.”

      “Gotcha.” I sign my name on the dotted line.

      I turn to leave his office, then hear him clear his throat.

      “Take care, Temp.”

      “Thanks, Carl,” I grin over my shoulder and exit the office.

      When I get back to the dressing room, Chanel is there looking through a few of my outfits.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, and she spins around.

      “I figure you’re gonna be gone all week. Might as well put a few of these to good use,” she stumbles over her words.

      “Don’t touch my shit,” I snarl at her as she scurries by me. 

      “Let’s get out of here.” Sky struts in with her tits bouncing and her braids swinging. “I need this week to go by as fast as most men fuck.”

      With a snort, I grab up my two duffle bags as she throws on a sweatsuit. I don’t mind this weeklong excursion, and no matter how hard I try to deny it… I don’t mind seeing Raiden again either.

      We’re dropped off at a small airport, then led to a landing strip that has a large jet with its stairs descended to the asphalt. I see a few of the other girls giggling as they jog up them, and a few others loitering to the side smoking cigarettes.

      There seem to be about twelve of us, and I can’t help the excitement that courses through me. I want to go somewhere exotic because I never thought I would be able to. Growing up dirt poor in a trailer will do that to you. The need to experience this, even if it is at the hands of a man whose very pores sing with evil, is strong.

      I’m following closely behind Sky, who’s muttering curses and shaking her head around. I know she doesn’t want to do this, and I get her being here is completely because of her protecting her mother. We start up the stairs, and I gasp as I get the first glimpse of the inside of the jet.

      The seats look like the softest butter, and the floor is a rich crimson red. There are red curtains over each of the small windows, and lights glow all different colors along the aisle floor. This is a luxury I have never witnessed in my life. Then laying across one of the butter soft couches is Diamond.

      She has a champagne flute in one hand and a bowl of grapes resting on her lap. She gives us a sly look and a smarmy grin.

      “Hey, girls. Come aboard.” She pops a grape into her mouth.

      Her voice and face drips with arrogance, and it’s grating on my last fucking nerve.

      “I’m only going to tell you this one more time.” Sky bends down into her face. “Shut the fuck up.”

      I snort as I follow Sky to another two-seater and watch as Diamond’s face screws up into a sneer. She may be one to cause us issues, and I know I will have to keep an eye on Sky around her. Especially if Sky drinks, then she’s even mouthier, and I only foresee problems between them.

      I look around the jet, seemingly taking in its opulence, but I’m looking for him. The man who’s old enough to be my father but will not leave my mind. There’s something that seems so youthful about him, regardless of how old he looks.

      I breathe out my disappointment when I notice neither he nor his bandmates are on this jet, and I still don’t have a clue where we’re going.

      “If everyone will board the plane and take your seats. We can get going,” the flight attendant calls out.

      “Where are we even going?” Diamond’s pretentious voice calls out.

      “To Hell, bitch,” Sky mutters, and I laugh into my hand.

      “We are going to the Caribbean Island of Dominica,” the flight attendant smiles wide.

      Huh? I have never heard of Dominica.

      “Of course.” Sky leans her head back and closes her eyes.

      “What’s in Dominica?” I ask her.

      “Myths and volcanoes.”
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      Raiden

      “Embrace the chaos inside of you. For this makes you wise, and perfection can only be found through the most chaotic. Elevate above the mortal plane and its simplistic form of thought. Do whatever you need to accomplish all your desires.” 

      “Yes, Magus,” the four of us mutter in synchrony.

      “Spread your seed, for it is great. Spill blood, for it is revered, and worship only yourself, for you are your own god.”

      “Yes, Magus,” we repeat.

      “Go and be in his darkness.”

      We all rise from our crossed legged positions on four points of the pentagram, and Kenny drops his hood from where he’s standing at the fifth point. His cloak is pitch-black with a royal purple lining and the symbol of Baphomet on the front. Only the best for a priest of the dark one. 

      “How many this year?” Kenny asks as he removes his cloak.

      “The magisters requested four,” I answer him.

      “Including Tempest.” His knowing smirk pisses me off.

      “As you wanted,” I nod once.

      “Four this year will bring you back into favor with the magisters. Then maybe we can work on that new album,” Kenny says.

      That’s what happens when you’re young and salivating for fame and fortune, you agree to absurd terms for it, choosing to ignore the darker requirements. Our commitment now belongs to a secret group, who believes all great things move in the dark. Too bad we have become the most dangerous things moving in that dark now, and we have our own fucking plans.

      “Everything is planned, Magus,” Torrent interjects. “We should get going because the girls have already taken off.”

      Squall and Hail nod as Kenny looks between all of us. He touches each of our heads and then nods his dismissal. 

      “I will see you all soon.” 

      I follow the guys out of Kenny’s house and breathe in the calming air. I need to get to Dominica, and I need to get my hands on the girl whose face hasn’t left my mind in days. It’s a first for me, and I can’t decipher if it’s because I’m craving her defiance, or I want my dick inside of her. 

      This will be a weeklong affair of challenging my demon and fucking every orifice on her body. 

      “Let’s get on this fucking plane,” Torrent growls as he dips his pinky nail into a baggie of coke, then hands it to me.

      I do the same, taking a few bumps into each nostril. I am going to need to take the edge off this anticipation I feel. I have been disciplined. I won’t let that be destroyed by a girl with hair like a raven and eyes like the storm her name represents.

      “This abstinence rule before our leader’s birthday is fucking cruel,” Squall moans as he grabs his cock through his jeans.

      “It’s for one fucking week.” Hail shoves at him, and we all chuckle.

      Squall is an addict of a different sort. Sure, he likes drugs and partakes in alcohol, but he needs sex. His dick, being in anyone, erases the jumble of thoughts in his mind and helps him forget his past. It’s not healthy, but none of us is remotely healthy.

      We work hard to make our lives a success, to live in luxury, and to achieve all our desires. It doesn’t fucking matter how we get there, as long as we do in the end. And we always fucking get there.

      Our success came from sacrifices, our own, and plenty from the other members. Sacrifice is the key to all answers, and we sacrifice everything for our own gain. When we joined this organization, being our own god was our only rule, and it’s one that will stay with us until we die. It’s the reason none of us are married or have families, and we never will. We are our own most important entity, and no one else can come before ourselves. No one, not even the very people who brought us into the fold.

      Our boundaries are with each other, and as the band’s leader, I make sure we stay on the right path. Therefore, every year we use my birthday as our thanks to the ones who set us free, that led us from the over-searing light, and into the safety of the dark. It’s our time to indulge in all the power we possess and to show we are grateful. I can’t fucking wait to show the magisters and our very own Magus just how grateful we are.

      “The orphanage burnt down last week,” Hail states quietly, and we all stop to look at him. “They said it was faulty wiring.”

      “Sounds like someone went back and did what we were all wanting to do,” Torrent snarls, his pupils the size of pinpricks.

      We are all from the same orphanage, and the place was run by the Catholic church, who liked to forget their vows of celibacy when we were alone. Even the Catholic priests who came for Sunday services liked to make sure we boys swallowed every drop of the lord’s grace.

      No wonder we were so quick to jump on the bus, leading us to the other side of religion, and quick to drop the ones preaching about the light, but committing the darkest crimes. We no longer wanted to praise a lord who took that praise in the form of raping young kids.

      “The kids?” I ask.

      “Twenty-three dead, including four nuns. Sister Jane was among them,” Hail says quietly.

      Ah, sister Jane. She liked to whip us when we misbehaved, then fuck us with the whip’s handle after, just to drive home our sins. She was the evilest. Some would say she was the fucking devil herself.

      “Then let’s be thankful for their sacrifice in ridding the Earth of Sister Jane,” I nod, and the others do the same.

      Like I said, sacrifice is the key to all answers.
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      Tempest

      Dominica.

      It’s breathtaking here. The trees are a lush green, and the ocean is a sparkling clear turquoise. I have seen nothing like it before. We are staying in a large mansion that easily has twenty rooms, and as Sky and I were wandering around, we found a ballroom of sorts along with a large dining room. 

      There’s a staff that comes at regular intervals with drinks and food, and a cook came to announce our dinner this evening. Duck and vegetables. I’ve never had a duck. Growing up, I was lucky if I had chicken to go with my ramen noodles.

      “Did you read the itinerary in your room?” Sky asks as she downs her third glass of wine.

      “I did.” We have tonight off to settle in, but starting tomorrow evening from five pm onward, we are to be present for all festivities. 

      “Let’s take advantage of this free time and get drunk.”

      She’s acting like this is a hard gig, and it’s starting to grate on my nerves. This is simple work, and the pay is well and above premium. I decide to get up and start mingling with the other girls. Why not make friends with some girls who are as excited to be here as I am?

      I see a group of three girls, all blonde, tall and willowy, standing around the bar. I head to them, and they smile when I approach.

      “Hey,” I give a short awkward wave, and they all chuckle. “I’m Tempest.”

      “Nice stage name,” one girl says, and the others nod.

      “It’s my stage name and actual name.” I grin and roll my eyes.

      “Sweet. I’m Nova. This is Lavender and Silk.” Nova points to the other girls. “We’re a little nervous and about to take some shots. You in?”

      “Yes!” I grin and watch as Nova pulls out a bottle of Patron. 
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      My eyes open to complete darkness, and I try to decipher why my heart is beating wildly. What woke me up out of a dead, alcohol induced slumber? 

      “You look like an angel when you sleep.” I gasp at his voice. “Such a vast difference from the demon you resemble during the day.”

      “Raiden?” I sit up in bed and the blackness swirls in front of me. I had too many tequila shots.

      “I’ve been trying to convince myself not to kill you for looking so angelic. I hate all things associated with Heaven and its occupants,” he rasps.

      “Kill me?” 

      His hands land at the foot of my bed as he crawls up my body. His face looks menacing, and I try to make my body move, but the combination of fear and liquor is making that impossible. 

      I notice two things right away. One, he has only a pair of boxers on and his gorgeous, bronzed skin shimmers. Two, he has a switchblade in his hand.

      Why the fuck does he have a knife in his hand? 

      I shimmy away from him and pull myself up against the headboard, but he just keeps coming until he’s hovering over my body, his face in front of mine.

      “I can see your neck pulsing rapidly with fear,” he utters. “Why are you scared?”

      “You just said you wanted to kill me,” I whisper, and then yelp when he yanks the covers off my body. I begin to shake with pure fear.

      “If that’s what I want to do, you can’t stop it.” I watch his full lips turn up into a cruel grin, showcasing those perfect, straight teeth. “You belong to me.”

      I open my mouth to rebuke him, but he begins to scratch the blade up my left leg. I don’t take this lightly, given the fact he carved into my ass not too long ago. The scar is still angry and red.

      He slides back down and his face brushes over my breasts, then my stomach.

      “I’ve always loved the power a sharpened blade holds.” His breath is warm against my thigh. “It can scratch the finest hair from the surface of the skin, or it can pierce the flesh and spill its secrets.”

      The knife continues its ascent, and he flicks it against the strap of my underwear where my thigh meets my core.

      “Raiden...” I trail off, fear stealing my thoughts.

      He continues to push aside my underwear with that knife, slowly exposing me, and letting the blade’s tip graze my pussy.

      “I can smell how turned on you are.” His voice deepens with arousal.

      My body trembles with want and fear, a tantalizing mix. 

      “You want me inside of you?” He asks, and I mewl at his words.

      Yes.

      “Do you want my tongue to slip through your wet pussy?” I have had no one speak to me this way before. I’ve especially had no one hold a knife to my pussy either.

      “Raiden.” I tense as the cold metal presses closer. “I want those things without the knife.”

      “But the knife makes it interesting and a little dangerous,” he says that last word like he’s starving and staring at an open buffet.

      He reaches up to grab my underwear, ripping it from my body. I suck in a breath, readying myself to scream, when his large hand slaps down over my mouth.

      “Shh, demon girl,” he whispers, as his face looms above mine. “We don’t want to wake the house.”

      His hardness presses into my thigh, and I arch my back, trying to bring it closer to my core. I don’t know what happens to my common sense whenever Raiden comes around, but it’s clear the bitch is nowhere to be found. This is a man who rips the clothes off my body and holds a knife to my pussy.

      Nowhere to be fucking found.

      “Have you ever tasted another person’s blood before?” he whispers.

      I can’t answer with his hand over my mouth, so I shake my head.

      “It’s nothing like when you taste your own.” He dips his head and licks over the freshly healed cut on my neck. “Blood is like wine; it holds hints of flavors telling you about each person. Even Catholic churches tell you to drink the blood of Christ and eat his flesh, so it can’t be wrong,” he says, sarcastically.

      His words should be disarming, but his voice somehow erases my fear, and I gasp when I feel his touch at my opening. My muffled moan becomes a squeak, when what I thought was his fingers is a hard object slowly being inserted inside me.

      My hands land on his chest, and I try to push him away. He’s sticking the handle of his knife inside me. His hand comes off my mouth, and he leans down, his lips just a hair’s width away from mine.

      “Don’t fight it,” his eyes hold me in place, “maybe I’ll reward you with a taste of my blood.”

      “I don’t need to taste your blood to know you, Raiden,” I say to him, and he stops pushing the fucking knife into me. “I heard your music tonight, everything you can’t say, even things you don’t sing. I can hear them in your voice, and you have mountains of anger which reside in the deep valleys of your pain.”

      His head rears back a bit as he quickly covers up his shocked expression. The knife is removed from me and then the blade is suddenly piercing the skin on my inner thigh. His hand is back over my mouth just in time to catch my scream, and his golden green eyes watch with rapture at my obvious discomfort.

      His head dips, and I feel his tongue lap at the running blood, then his mouth seals around the shallow puncture. He takes three quick swallows and comes back up to my face. His mouth is lined with my blood, and my stomach rolls, but my pussy clenches.

      The hand comes off my mouth, and I suck in a lungful of air. His mouth lowers closer to mine, and instead of wanting to slap the shit out of him, I’m wanting his lips on mine. I want to taste my blood inside of his mouth. I want to know what we taste like mixed and if that concoction is as addictive as I think it would be.

      “You want to kiss me, demon?” he asks with that devilish smirk.

      “You sound fucking insane, Raiden,” I pant. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      His eyes stay trained on my mouth, and I watch as his twist up into a delicious grin. I want that mouth, even though I shouldn’t. 

      I lick my lips, hoping … anticipating. He gives me exactly what I’m craving. He shoves himself up off the bed and tosses the knife beside my head.

      “I don’t kiss,” he states, then starts for the door. 

      “Why not?”

      That’s what I ask right now? Why not?

      “Because it gives females hope for something they’ll never have.” He looks at me over his shoulder. “I can never keep them for long.”

      Then he’s gone, and I look down at my bleeding thigh. I’ll be lucky to leave here with any blood left in my fucking body. 

      I grab the knife up from beside me and stare at the bolt of lightning, then I turn it to the other side and see a cyclone. 

      What is the cyclone for?
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      Tempest

      It’s late afternoon by the time I roll out of bed. I would think last night was all a dream if I didn’t see the bloody sheets and the cut on my leg. I guess that’s how Raiden wanted to announce his arrival.

      The girls are out on the beach, soaking up the sun, and having drinks. I don’t see Deluge anywhere, and the thought of drinking again has me gagging. I find Sky in the dining room, and snort when I see she looks just as bad as I do.

      “One down,” she moans and grips her head.

      “It’s not so bad,” I chide her, grabbing up some of the food laid out. 

      “Let’s see how it goes tonight.”  She lays her face against the cool wood tabletop.

      “Let’s avoid tequila tonight,” I say as I shovel some chicken and rice into my mouth.

      “Tequila is a gift from Satan,” I hear a low grumble, and twist toward the voice.

      It’s the guy who was with Raiden the first night we … met. I know it, even though I’ve never seen his face until now, I can see it in the way he walks and his stature.

      His skin color is a bit darker than Raiden’s and his eyes are golden, but they have the same mouth. He also doesn’t have any piercings in his nose, and his hair is braided into cornrows. 

      “Torrent.” He holds his hand out to me.

      I drop my fork and slowly shake his hand. Then he leans over and does the same to Sky. She shakes his hand like it’s a dirty wet rag, and I snort at her again.

      “Sky and Tempest, right?” he asks.

      “In the flesh,” Sky says around a mouthful of food.

      “And blood,” I mutter.

      Torrent laughs, and the sound does not match his looks. It’s jolly and addictive. Before I even realize it, I’m joining in. Even Sky is chuckling.

      I get a glimpse of his tongue and gasp when I see the forks. 

      “You’re the one with his tongue forked,” I exclaim, and he nods.

      “Made in his image, right?” He winks at me.

      I look at him confused, and Sky huffs.

      “Makes all the fucking sense,” she chews audibly. “You’re all Satan worshipers.”

      “Wrong.” He shakes his head. “We worship no one but ourselves. There’s no god telling us what we have to do to get into his Heaven, and we live what brief lives we have here to the fullest.”

      I like what he’s saying. I was never raised to be anything in particular, and what I saw of people who went to church were stiff, snobby individuals.

      “Sounds really self-serving,” Sky retorts.

      “It should be,” he grins at her. “Why serve others when no one is serving you?”

      “Existential debates.” The one named Squall comes into the room. “Sounds like the celebrations are truly beginning.”

      He’s not as tall as Torrent and Raiden, but he’s just as wide. He’s built thick, and where they are darker skinned with dark hair, he’s pale with white hair. I can’t decide if it’s dyed or natural, since his eyebrows are just as light. He has freckles dusting his cheeks and his mouth is curved into a cute, dimpled smile.

      “Sky here thinks we are selfish men out to serve only ourselves.” Torrent grins at her.

      “And?” Squall asks.

      His answer makes both me and Torrent laugh. Even Sky has a ghost of a smile on her face.

      Hail comes in next and he’s shirtless with a pair of low-slung gray track pants on. I immediately zoom into the outline that’s resting against his thigh. His thigh.

      His skin is dark golden and decorated in so many tattoos. He’s leaner than the others, but he’s toned and defined. He’s sporting a long graying goatee, and his face has age lines, but they make him look good. 

      His dark eyes land on Sky, and the grin that forms is stunning. His teeth, like the others, are perfectly straight, and he has a ring through his lip. He’s gorgeous.

      “Hello, Sky,” he croons.

      “Hail.” She has yet to even look at him.

      If I hadn’t had an instant attraction to Raiden, Hail would be my type, and he screams trouble, which happens to be exactly my fucking type.

      “I’m going down to the beach.” Sky pushes back her chair. “Coming?” she asks me.

      I think of all the girls down there with alcohol, and my stomach rolls over. 

      “I’m gonna head up to my room and chill until this party starts.”

      The guys stay quiet, and as Sky passes Hail, he reaches out and brings one of her braids to his nose, breathing deeply. She swats his hand away, and the guys all chuckle, but I don’t miss the dark look that flashes in his eyes. He didn’t like that.

      I reach my room and walk inside to a large man with a habit of cutting into my skin, lounging on my bed. He takes up most of the queen-sized bed, and he looks at ease with his hands behind his head.

      “Tonight, the dress code is leather. I left you something in your closet,” he rasps, and my pussy squeezes.

      “Okay.” My voice comes out breathy.

      He finally turns to look at me, and his eyes are the lightest, golden green I’ve seen yet. They pop from his face where everything else looks dark and sinful.

      “Come here,” he demands, and I am halfway there before I can even think about how desperate I look. 

      “There are rules tonight.” He reaches out and grabs the hem of my shorts, pulling me in closer to his side of the bed. 

      “What rules?” I ask, as I remain standing and looking down at him.

      “You do every single thing I tell you to do. Do not disobey me.”

      “I’m not your pet,” I snarl, snatching my shorts out of his grip.

      “No?” He leans up and snares his fist into the ends of my hair, pulling me roughly down to his level. “I own you, and if I fucking tell you to fling your worthless self over a balcony railing, you’ll fucking do it.”

      The pain in my scalp has nothing on the shock I feel at his words. He went from looking sexy to downright terrifying in seconds.

      He lets me go and sits up. “Don’t disobey, demon. Or I will fling you over a balcony myself.”

      Then he’s off the bed and has his hand wrapped around my throat, pushing me to the double doors of my balcony. He swings the doors open, and I struggle to remove his hand as he pushes me outside. The railing hits my back as he continues to push me until I’m bowed backwards and struggling to breathe. 

      “Am I understood?”

      I can’t speak and I can barely breathe, but I give a small nod. I don’t want to die and if it means I must obey a psychopath to stay alive, then that’s what I must do. 

      Thirty grand.

      One week.

      I can do this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Raiden

      I made a knife with an image depicting her name. She’s the first person I’ve met outside of myself with a name meaning storm. I was named Raiden, and the other three decided they wanted names affiliated with a storm, too. And thus, the creation of Deluge.

      “Everything is set up?” Squall asks. “They’re really coming here?”

      “They want to be witness to our greatest sacrifices yet,” I nod.

      We spent many years bending to the will of evil people, doing their bidding, and robbing innocent people of their lives. Our hands are saturated in the blood of the innocent, and that weighs heavily on our conscience, no matter how dark our souls may be. Are we completely reformed? Do we repent for all those sins? Fuck, no. We’re still fucked-up. We still crave the sight of blood, the sight of fear on someone’s face, and we still worship ourselves.

      We’re just done with being used, and ready to turn the fucking tables on those who fucked with Deluge.

      My demon is dancing on a platform with her friend Sky, and the blood red leather outfit I gave her looks fucking sinful. Her jet-black hair is bone straight down her back, and her makeup is smoky, but those lips are a matching shade to the outfit.

      The top is a series of straps strategically placed to cover the bits I don’t want others seeing but designed to look like she’s wearing next to nothing. The skirt is identical with the same straps, but hangs loose to mid-thigh, and part when she moves her hips. She made the right choice by wearing underwear, because I would’ve thrown her off that balcony otherwise.

      She has yet to look at me, and I smirk, knowing she’s pissed off. She’s a little spitfire and I can’t help but get hard at the thought of her snarky behavior. I haven’t taken her yet because I like to chase my prey, and the hunt is my favorite part. 

      Torrent is the first to get up out of his seat, and he stalks toward the girl he chose. She looks like a snobby bitch, and she reminds me of another who looked similarly. I wonder if they picked her for that reason, to cause torment inside of him, and once again, bending us to their will.

      He stops in front of her, and she turns her back to him to grind her ass into his cock. He lets her do it for all of ten seconds, and then he has his fingers twisted into her blonde strands, wrenching a scream from her throat.

      He drags her over to our table, and the girls slowly stop dancing to watch what’s happening. He stops her right in front of the table, and her wide eyes are staring at us with fear. I fucking love that look. It makes me feel godly. He shoves her face down against the wood top and bends over her to say something into her ear. 

      She nods weakly, and a tear slips from one of her eyes. Squall stands, leaning over to her, and swipes his thumb along the drop, slowly falling across her nose. He pops it in his mouth, and I watch as his eyes roll back with pleasure. 

      Torrent rises, keeping his fingers tightly fisted into her hair, and her face still pressed against the table. He looks around the room as he slowly undoes his belt, and a few of the girls cover their mouths with their hands. 

      I’m sure they’ve heard the rumors about us, and the debauchery we get up to, but witnessing it is a whole other story. And if after tonight they want to run, well, like I said, the chase is my favorite part.

      His belt falls apart, and I can see the bulge at the front of his chinos growing as he watches the girl cry. He yanks up her tiny leather skirt, rips her thong off her body, and tosses it to the center of the table. 

      My brothers are going to be uncontrollable tonight because they’ve been abstaining, and I feel sorry for this girl in front of us, the first to be used. It’s going to be rough, but if she’s smart, she’ll take it and try to find her pleasure through the pain.

      Torrent has his pants and boxers down and releases her hair to roll a condom over his dick. These are strippers, after all. Then he’s working his way inside her, and she begins to cry, her nails clawing into the tabletop. I can only imagine she’s feeling like being ripped open as he continues to shove himself in.

      Squall stands and goes around the table to get a better view, his hand running along the hard front of his pants. I don’t know how long he’ll be patient for, and I lean my forearms on the table in anticipation. 

      Torrent finally bottoms out inside of her, and she’s stiff, her cries tapering off. I reach forward and pat the top of her head; it’s demeaning, but it doesn’t come close to being forced to take a monster cock in front of a crowd.

      Torrent pounds into her, his hands gripping the globes of her ass, and his neck flexing with his efforts to hold himself together. 

      Not tonight, brother. 

      I grin when the girl’s cries turn into little moans, and I look over at my demon. She’s watching, her body completely still, and her eyes focused. Her friend has her arms crossed over her chest and her jaw clenched. Two completely different reactions. If I didn’t know any better, I would think Tempest is enjoying this show, and I grin when I think of how she might feel nearer to the end.

      Torrent finishes with a loud groan, and I nod my approval. He lasted longer than I thought he would, and I watch as Squall drops his pants, rolling the condom over his swollen cock. Torrent pulls out and steps back as Squall takes his place between her legs.

      The girl’s head lifts a bit to look behind her, but Torrent shoves it back down to the table. She begins to sob again as Squall slams into her. He’s there for one reason and one reason only. To find what he’s deprived himself of this last week, and he cares not for how the girl is feeling. 

      The punishing rhythm he’s set is shaking the table, and the girl cries harder. Hail stands and leans over the table to watch her face as it projects pure pain. He looks back at me over his shoulder and grins, his teeth sinking into his lip.

      Hail isn’t even looking at Squall and his fucking. His eyes are on the girl standing beside my demon, and I know she’s his fucking weakness. By this week’s end, he’ll need to be rid of the attachment he feels for her because we can’t have normal lives. 

      Squall lasts half the time of Torrent, and I lean back in my seat with a laugh. He grins, his face finally at ease and flips me the finger. He pulls out of the girl and slaps her roughly on the ass. 

      Hail stands, his pants already down, and the condom wrapper ripping between his teeth.

      “This is a fucking gang rape,” Sky calls out.

      Hail stands between the crying girl’s legs and throws Sky a wink. He pulls the condom on, and Sky watches him with her brow raised. It’ll be fun when it’s her turn.

      The cries pick up against the table, and I know Hail has begun his turn on the girl whose nails are breaking on the wooden surface. Torrent sits back down beside me, gulping back a few mouthfuls of vodka straight from the bottle.

      “It’s just as hot being on this side,” he laughs.

      He falls forward and swipes the hair back from her face. Her skin is red, and her green eyes shine with her tears. It’s beautiful.

      “Doesn’t she really glow like diamonds?” Torrent breathes as he continues to smooth her hair back. 

      She lets out a scream as Hail rams himself inside as he comes, his head thrown back.

      “You’re up, brother.” Torrent slaps a hand on my shoulder.

      He turns to her and pats her head like the good girl she’s been.

      “One more okay, my bright little Diamond?” he coos at her, and I watch as her face falls.

      Just one more, sure, but I would say I’m the worst one. I get up from my seat and circle the table. Demon gasps, and I’m ready to show her I’m not her fucking man. I can’t ever be her fucking man.

      With the girl’s ass in front of me, I look down at her pussy. It’s probably seen better days, but fuck, it’s still beautiful. 

      I run my finger up through her folds and find she has some wetness, not a lot, and certainly not enough to take me. 

      Torrent tosses me a condom, and I snatch it with my left hand as I’m undoing my pants with my right. I pull my cock out and tug on it. I’m the biggest of my brothers, and this will not be pleasant for the girl in front of me.

      I roll the condom over my nearly hard cock and smile at Torrent when I hear heels hitting the stone floor to my right. 

      “You’re going to rape this girl, too?” my demon calls as she nears.

      “Rape?” Torrent says, aghast. “I asked her if she wanted it. She agreed! Look at her there, she’s not fighting it.”

      “She’s screaming and crying!” she exclaims as she reaches my side.

      “We’re all a little over average,” Torrent jokes, and my brothers snicker.

      “You are not…” she begins, but I cut her off when my right hand grabs her throat and pulls her into my face.

      “You’ve disobeyed me.” I line myself up to the girl’s entrance. I’m harder now and getting harder as I think of my demon watching this up close.

      I loosen my grip on her throat and lightly run my hand along the smooth column, then behind to the nape of her neck. She visibly relaxes at my touch, and I almost want to slap her for being so trusting. She should know to not trust a single soul. What makes her keep wanting to? 

      My fingers sink into the hair on the back of her head, and my smile turns into a snarl as I shove her head down on top of the girl’s lower back. Giving her the perfect view of what she tried to stop. No one stops me.

      She struggles against my hold, but I tighten my fist, knowing I’m pulling out strands of her long black hair, and she stills. I hear a commotion to my right, and watch Hail intercept what I can imagine is her feisty friend coming to the rescue.

      I use my left hand and guide myself back to the girl’s entrance, as I feel them both tense. I inch myself in until I hit halfway and then I slam it all the way home. Torrent’s choice screams, and demon cringes, her hand finding the girl’s head and stroking her hair. 

      “Her name is Diamond.” Tempest’s eyes lock onto mine. “She’s barely twenty years old.”

      I chuckle as my thrusts work into this Diamond’s body, and her screams turn into sobs. 

      “She was excited to be here,” Demon continues. “She loved your music.”

      “She’s singing us a song now, isn’t she?” Torrent chuckles. 

      Demon continues to watch without interest, and I realize fucking Diamond isn’t doing it for me. I’m softening and it pisses me off. I want to be inside this demon instead.

      So, I imagine it’s her I’m fucking, she’s the one bent over this table, and it’s her screams shattering the surrounding silence. I’m hard again, and Diamond is once again sobbing at my cock’s assault. But all I see are the storm gray eyes watching me with disgust, and I feel my balls clench, readying to spill my load.

      I pull out of Diamond, pull the condom off, and jack off onto Demon’s face. Her eyes clench shut but her mouth opens in shock, and I push the tip of my cock into it, groaning through the rest of my release.

      My brothers are clapping and whistling, but the girls standing around are becoming wary. Good, this was never a celebration for them. I pull out of Demon’s mouth, release my hold on her head, and pat her cheek. 

      I can sense her shame rolling in waves and absorb it like the sound of a good riff in a song.
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      Tempest

      I feel a rag being thrown into my face, and I wipe off the cum, spitting out the bit in my mouth.

      “We’re leaving!” I hear Sky yell, and then Raiden’s sinister chuckle.

      “You can check out, but you can never leave.” 

      “You can recite lyrics from your era all you want.” I rip the rag off my face and glare at him. 

      “My era?” His voice is low as he steps into me.

      I don’t back down and pull out a smirk of my own. “Isn’t it?”

      “Chair,” Raiden snarls, and a girl rushes over with one.

      He sits in it and throws me an evil grin. “Tempest here doesn’t do private dances at her club.”

      I cross my arms and watch him with my eyebrow raised. He nods toward the table with his bandmates and then looks back at me.

      “Someone turn on this song from my era.” He snaps his fingers.

      The slow melodic sound of “Hotel California” by The Eagles floats through the room, and he leans back in his chair. A hand snags into my hair and my head is twisted back.

      “You’re going to give him a good birthday dance,” Torrent’s voice growls into my ear. “Then maybe you will survive this night.” I feel the icy touch of metal against my neck and tense. “Make it good.” He licks along my ear, and I shiver at the wetness.

      With little choice, I saunter to Raiden, deciding if it’s embarrassment he’s looking to get from me, then he’s about to be disappointed. I’ve been at lower points in my life, so I’ll make this real good, and just maybe he’ll rethink the next step.

      With deft fingers, I unclip the waistband of this piece of shit skirt, letting it and all its weird fringes hit the floor. I stand in front of him in a bandage top and ridiculously small G-string. The beat picks up and the lyrics croon through the room. My body rolls as I let the rhythm take me, and I move in time with the music.

      I’m a dancer before I’m a fucking stripper, and I’m about to show him exactly what I can do. I lift my right leg slowly and grab the heel, bringing it straight up against my face. Then my left hand is skimming over my stomach and down inside my panties.

      Raiden leans forward, his forearms resting on his knees, and I can’t help the flutters that invade my belly. I know it’s wrong, this man just brutally fucked a girl who didn’t want it, and here I am, wet just thinking about it. His fucking monster cock slamming into her as she cried from its girth. I want that girth in me.

      I drop my leg and move between his legs, forcing him to sit up as I grip his knees. Then I twerk my ass up and down on his crotch, almost purring when I feel him get hard. I reach up to pull apart the clasps for my top when his rough hands grab my hips, turning me around to face him.

      “Unless you want the same treatment as your little friend, I suggest you don’t take anything else off.” His eyes are dark, and his fingers leave behind bruises on my skin.

      He rises, forcing me back and then bends, picking me up from my ass as my legs wind around his waist. He strides out of the ballroom area to the sounds of the guys whistling and heads straight upstairs to my room.

      My heart is slamming against my ribcage with fear of what’s going to happen, but also with anticipation of what’s going to happen. 

      He kicks open my door, and my body is slammed against the wall, my head bouncing off the plaster. His hand wraps around my throat and he squeezes. Yet another place his fingers will leave behind their mark.

      “I have never wanted to kill anyone more in my entire life,” he snarls against my mouth.

      He steps back and drops me from his arms, watching as I sink to my knees. I cradle my throat in my hands and glare up at him.

      “One would say that means you feel at least something for me,” I retort, rubbing my neck.

      “Or that’s what the little unloved girl from the trailer park was taught.” He undoes his pants.

      “I am not sucking your dick.” I shake my head. “I wouldn’t put it anywhere near my mouth again, if I were you.”

      The back of his hand claps against my mouth, and I feel the blood pool on my tongue.

      “Does that mean I care, too?” he mocks me, and flicks open his knife, holding it just under my eye. “Undo my pants.”

      I know this beast of a man wouldn’t even hesitate to cut into my face, and if I continue to bait him, I just might lose my life tonight. As much as I don’t want to obey him, and everything in me is fighting my actions, I’m not going to be his punching bag.

      I undo his pants and pull them down, along with his boxers. I know he’s big. I saw evidence of it earlier, but as the thing pops up and swings slightly in front of my face, I’m shocked at the sheer size. That just seems fucking unnatural.

      His hand holding the knife rests against my throat and his other grips the hair on the crown of my head, forcing me forward.

      “Hurry up. I need to get back to the celebration.” He raises a brow at me. “Lots of other females to fuck.”

      I clench my jaw at his words and his hand tightens as I feel the hairs being ripped out of my scalp.

      Fuck it, I’m about to enjoy this as much as he will. I stick my tongue out and lick along the tip, paying extra attention to the ridge. I’m good at sucking dick. I did enough of it to survive, and I’m not fucking ashamed. I’ve just never dealt with one quite this large.

      With my mouth open and a relaxed jaw, I slowly take him into my mouth. Raiden, though, has other ideas, and his frustration is clear as he rams his monster cock down my throat. Now, I like to boast I can take a good deep throat with minimal gagging, but I’m not doing so well right now.

      Not that he minds. The more I gag and constrict around him, the faster he plunges into my mouth. Tears flow down my cheeks, and I’m sucking in air whenever I get the chance, which is not nearly often enough. 

      The knife comes back against my throat and presses into the flesh as he pushes his cock in as far as he can, coming down my throat. The salty taste and slimy texture has me gagging once again, and he chuckles as he yanks me up by my hair back to my feet.

      His hand holding the knife comes toward my face, and I hold my breath, waiting for his threat. Instead, his thumb swipes at my chin and pushes into my mouth. More of his cum assaults my tongue.

      “You take every last drop of what I give you.” He shoves me back to the wall and stabs the blade into the plaster, nicking my shoulder on the way. 

      I hiss at the sting as his eyes latch onto the wound; the blood rolling down to my chest. He leans forward and presses his finger into it, then up over the cut. He takes his blood-soaked finger and draws something on my cheek, giving it a little pat when he’s done.

      “Tempest Skeigh,” his voice is softer, “your blood looks good, coating your skin.”

      I moan at the contact and gasp at his words. I don’t know what is wrong with me, and I’m confused about this odd attraction to a man old enough to be my father, but dark enough to rival the devil.

      He steps away and pulls the blade out of the wall, slicing me again.

      “Stay in your fucking room.” Then he’s out the door. 

      I hurry to my bathroom, flicking on the light, and growling when I see a triangle with an eye in the center. The exact symbol I saw connected to the Illuminati. 

      I want to check on Sky, and as much as she bothers me, Diamond too. If I push the devil too far, my body will be pulp on the pavement under my balcony.
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      Tempest

      I’m afraid to leave my room.

      It’s rare for me to be this afraid, but I can’t stop my mind from racing with images of myself being murdered and disposed of by Raiden. Maybe it’s because I haven’t touched a drug in almost three days, and I’m having a hard time numbing the feelings.

      I want to check on Sky, and to make sure Diamond is okay. Then I want to get the fuck off this island. The first two are doable, but that third one isn’t happening, and it scares me to death. If I were to disappear here, I wouldn’t have a single person to look for me, and I can’t help but feel my chest grow heavy with sorrow.

      There’s a soft rap on the room door, and I suck in a breath. I don’t move right away, and I swear I can hear the banging of my heart around the room. The knob jingles, and my heart flies up into my throat.

      “Temp!” I hear a harsh whisper, and nearly moan with relief.

      I rush to the door and throw it open to see Sky’s worried face. I grab her in my arms and drag her into the room.

      “Are you okay?” she asks me, as I smother her into my chest.

      “Yes,” I nod. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice shakes a bit, and I squeeze her tighter.

      She pulls away and growls in frustration.

      “We can’t leave Temp.” 

      “Why not?” I crinkle my brow.

      “I told Hail last night. I was packing my shit and leaving this morning.” She sucks in a breath and looks at me with watery eyes. “He laughed and said someone was watching my mother, waiting for the word. He took my passport.”

      “Fuck,” I curse and pace.

      “You can leave Tempest.” 

      “I could never leave you here alone.” I shake my head. “I will have to wait this out with you.”

      “Diamond is downstairs frolicking with the girls like nothing happened last night. She was even flirting with Torrent and sitting on his lap!” Sky exclaims.

      “Is she stoned?” I ask incredulously. “And if she is, where can I get it?”

      Sky snorts, and then she finally lets herself relax.

      “We’re going to be okay, right Temp?” Her big brown eyes beg me to lie to her.

      “We will be if we do what we’re told,” I nod.
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      It’s after dinner, and I’m lying on my bed, dreading what’s coming tonight. I promised Sky we would be okay, but I can’t be sure that’s the truth. This doesn’t feel right, and those four men are not sane. 

      They work on a different frequency and live for only themselves, not giving a shit what happens to others. They gang raped Diamond last night, then I watched her today as she laughed and joked with the girls.

      Either she’s also trying her best to survive, or she’s a fucking nutcase, too.

      The door bangs open and bounces off the wall behind it.

      “Tonight is silk,” Raiden growls, and throws an outfit on the bed.

      I haven’t seen him all day and couldn’t help wondering where he was. His bandmates were around, and when I asked Torrent if Raiden was joining us, he just chuckled.

      “Where were you?” I blurt, as he turns to leave. He stops and keeps his back to me.

      “Ask me another question, and I will cut your fucking head off.” Then he storms out and slams the door.

      Not sure why the fucker hates me so much. I have been putty in his hands since he first jammed his fingers up my pussy in that alleyway. I pick up the outfit with my thumb and forefinger, watching as it catches in the breeze from the balcony.

      It’s see-through, and a rainbow of different color silks stitched together in a halter top dress. Fuck him. Tonight I’m not wearing underwear.
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      My nipples harden against the very thin material that’s attempting to cover them. I can feel his eyes on me as I dance, and my whole body is reacting. My nipples are hardened peaks, and my pussy is throbbing in beat to another dark sounding, grunge rock song.

      “Are you as nervous as me?” Sky asks as she works her hips. “What will happen tonight?”

      “Just keep moving and don’t look them in the eye,” I advise, and she snorts.

      I wasn’t fucking kidding. If they don’t have any reason to interact with us, then we may just fly under the radar and make it through unscathed.

      “Demon.” I spoke too fucking soon.

      I turn to the sound of Raiden’s voice as he lounges at the same table Diamond was defiled on. They have a few large bags of cocaine sitting in the center, and lines cut onto the wood surface.

      My body thrums with a want so strong to sink my head into a mound of it and sniff until I run out of lung space.

      “Come sit with me,” he rasps, like the purr of a lion before it strikes.

      “Do it,” Sky whispers. “Don’t disobey him.”

      I step down from the platform we’re on and walk over. As soon as I’m in front of him, his arm snags around my waist and he pulls me onto his lap.

      “No underwear tonight.” It’s not a question because the answer is obvious.

      “I didn’t have anything silk,” I shrug, and he surprisingly laughs at my answer.

      “Want some?” He points to the lines.

      “Yes,” I husk out, my need overtaking everything else.

      “Have at it.” 

      I lean forward and snort two lines into each nostril. The buzz is nearly instantaneous, and I moan at the blissful numbness. Raiden adjusts me on his lap, and I notice his jean clad cock hard against my nearly bare ass.

      “I hate how much I want you,” he whispers harshly into my ear. “Would you let me fuck you right here? Where everyone can see?”

      Would I?

      I look around the table, seeing the other three guys laughing and grabbing onto girls, not really paying attention to us. The girls are dancing in pairs or drinking and keeping their distance around the room.

      I roll my hips and grind my ass into his cock.

      I would.

      He pulls my legs open, having them hang on either side of his, and runs his fingers against my wet pussy.

      “This for me, Demon?” 

      “Yes,” I moan, and close my eyes.

      He circles my clit and then two fingers slide inside me. He pumps into me, and I work my hips in a rhythm to match.

      “You see them watching you?” 

      I open my eyes and see animalistic hunger all over the others’ faces. Hail has his dick out in his hand and is pumping furiously, Torrent is watching intensely, and Squall has his eye on my bouncing tits.

      “Fuck her, Raiden,” Hail groans. “Then we want our turn.”

      My stomach flips, and I immediately stop moving. I don’t want to be the next Diamond.

      “No,” Raiden growls. “But you can taste her.”

      “What?” I squeal and try to get off his lap.

      His fingers once again end up curled against my scalp, and I yelp as he yanks my head back.

      “Did you want them to fuck you instead?” he growls into my ear.

      “No,” I whisper.

      He shoves me from his lap, making me stumble into the table and right myself.

      “Get up on the table and spread your legs,” he demands. “You’re already naked, anyway.”

      I sit up on the table and mash my bottom lip with my teeth. I have to do this, or else I will be the next Diamond getting gang raped. I lie back, my head resting on the bags of cocaine, and bend my legs at the knees, spreading them slowly.

      I’m open, completely bare to everyone, and I’m shocked at the zing of anticipation that skates just under my skin. I don’t usually like this. I’m not one to flash my pussy around, hence why I don’t do private dances, but this feels so bad, yet it’s so good.

      The guys all stand when Raiden’s deep, raspy voice hits my ears.

      “Did you guys think you would get a taste before me?” There’s something devious in those words, a hidden threat just rolling under the surface.

      I squeeze my eyes shut when I feel him rising and coming around to stand at the bottom of my feet. I can’t feel him, but I can sense his eyes on me, and my pussy clenches with need.

      He leans over me, his enormous body wedging between my legs, and his mouth brushing my ear.

      “You’re wet, Demon.” His breath heats the column of my throat. “Tell me, is that for my brothers?”

      “And for you.”

      “You want them to suck on your pussy and lick through your wetness?” His words have me arching my back and rubbing against him.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      “Good girl,” he grins and stands back up. “If you had lied, we’d be fucking your asshole.”

      I swallow thickly at his words and cringe at the thought of his cock ramming me back there. 

      He pulls my legs farther apart and flips the silk skirt up around my waist. His large hands wrap around the inside of my thighs, forcing me to open wider, and spreading me for all to see.

      “Her pussy is so fucking gorgeous,” Hail moans.

      “Looks like it’ll taste so good,” Torrent adds.

      Their words have me nearly screaming my arousal, and I do scream out when Raiden’s tongue licks a straight line from my asshole to my clit. He groans into my pebbled bundle of nerves, and I grab onto his head, forcing him in closer. 

      He sucks my clit into his mouth while slapping my hands away and bites down roughly. I’m screaming again as he roughly jams three fingers inside me and lashes his tongue against the sensitive nub. I’m shocked when I feel the orgasm rushing through me without preamble, and my back completely leaves the table as I feel my fluid squirt against his face.

      Never has that ever happened. 

      I’ve heard stories of girls squirting, but I have never done it ... until now. Raiden doesn’t stop as he licks and slurps every bit, and I’m once again climbing that crest while watching him.

      He leans up, his entire face glistening with my juices. Those golden green eyes watch me with an intensity that has my insides quaking, and I reach for him, wanting to touch him.

      He snaps his head back and nods to Hail. It’s his turn. My stomach roils with apprehension as Hail gets between my legs and grins wickedly at me.

      “I’m about to slurp every bit of this pinkness, girl,” he groans and dips his head.

      I’m sensitive after Raiden, but my pussy is a greedy bitch, and I feel myself growing wet and ready to come again. He’s good, a little sloppy, and he was right about the slurping. Not as good as Raiden, though, and when I look over at the fucker, he grins knowingly.

      It takes a bit of time, but Hail brings me to orgasm, and I may have exaggerated a bit. Raiden chuckles like he knows, and I curl my fist as I think about using his sack as a punching bag.

      “Squall!” Raiden calls out.

      Squall is pale, and when his hands land on my thighs, the contrast is startling. 

      He doesn’t say anything, just looks at my pussy and licks his lips. His fingers run through my folds, and I whimper when they touch my sensitive clit. 

      “You’re only halfway there, little one,” he grins at me.

      Fuck.

      He slips two fingers inside me and pumps, the sounds of my previous releases loud in my ears. I don’t think I can come again; I’m feeling a bit sore, and my clit is so fucking sensitive it hurts. I don’t voice it, for fear of Raiden changing his mind and letting the guys fuck me in the ass. I can take this discomfort, but I don’t think I would live through a gang ass bang.

      “She’s so tight,” Squall groans and slips a third finger in. 

      I whimper at the intrusion, and he bends down, blowing air along my clit. It’s actually soothing, and when his tongue feathers against it, I can feel the beginnings of another orgasm simmering low in my belly.

      I grind on Squall’s face as he removes his fingers, replacing them with his tongue. My fingers slip through his white-blond hair, and I pant when his nose hits my clit. 

      A hand smooths down my hair, and I look to see Raiden watching me with admiration. He’s enjoying watching his boys have their way with me, and the look on his face has me toppling over the edge once more. 

      Squall stands and licks his lips loudly. “You taste like sunshine, little one.”

      That’s new.

      Torrent’s big body steps up, casting a shadow across mine, and blocking all view. He leans forward, his hands landing on either side of my waist, and his face leans down over mine.

      “That pussy has been devoured.” I see the forks in his tongue as he speaks. “I’m an ass man myself.”

      “Ass...?” My heart thumps as he gets back up and flips me around.

      I look at Raiden in panic, and the fucker just winks at me. Torrent’s hands glide up the back of my thighs, then grab my waist, propping me up onto my knees. He grips both ass cheeks in his hands and spreads me open wide.

      “Raiden—” I begin, but I’m quickly cut off when I feel Torrent flick that tongue against my puckered hole.

      No way. He is not actually going to eat my ass, is he?

      His lips seal around my rear as he sucks and licks it. I guess he is. It’s a unique feeling, not unpleasant, and I know my self-consciousness is preventing it from being as good as it could be. 

      He slips one finger into my pussy and continues to lash my asshole with his forked tongue. I let myself feel everything he’s doing, my insides quivering. His mouth moves away, and I feel a finger breach me. I don’t want to stop him since I can feel myself on the brink of another release.

      I push my ass back, and he slides in farther, eliciting a loud moan from me. 

      “That’s right, sweetness,” he croons. “You like your ass played with.”

      I do.

      “She’s so complicit and fucking tight,” Torrent says, and I hear Raiden hum his agreement.

      Torrent adds another finger in my pussy and increases his speed. I hang my head and pant as, shockingly, my body climbs again. The coke is most definitely helping, otherwise I would be a pile of mush on the tabletop.

      I tighten around his fingers, and he removes the one in my ass, opting to lick it instead. At the feel of his warm, wet tongue, I crash so hard, my insides clenching, and my juices dripping onto the tabletop.

      “Mmm,” Torrent withdraws from me, “look at that.”

      I don’t care what they’re looking at. I fall to the table with a sigh, and my eyes close of their own volition.

      I’m a fucking fan for ass play.
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      Raiden

      She’s out for the count, strewn across the table, and clutching a bag of cocaine to her chest like a pillow. Her skirt is still up around her waist and her pussy is dripping with satisfaction.

      “She would’ve been accepted with the highest regard,” Hail mumbles, and I nod my agreement.

      She would’ve been, and that’s why they chose her. I pick her up gently in my arms and nod to Torrent to start the next part of the night. I’m glad she’ll be asleep. 

      The sheep are the most relaxed if they don’t notice the blade coming toward their throats.
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      “This is a week-long celebration for our group’s leader.” Torrent’s voice hums over the mic. “Tonight marks the beginning of our cleansing.”

      The girls mumble and chat amongst themselves, a rippling effect going around the room in a wave. I am sitting in the center between Squall and Hail, while Torrent continues to talk about the importance of giving back to the one who provides.

      The double doors open and in walks Magister Markus. He’s one of the top leaders for the New York group. Tonight is his night to watch his pick for Squall and dance in the aftermath. 

      Torrent drops the mic and gives a brief nod to Squall, who rises out of his seat. He goes toward the lady he gave his knife to and drags her in for a long, sensual kiss. She visibly relaxes in his arms, and he slowly walks her back toward the stage. He releases her from his hold and smiles widely.

      “Dance for us tonight, sweetheart?” he asks her, running his thumb along her bottom lip.

      Hail gets up and ushers the other girls out of the room, telling them this is a private show, and to get some much-needed rest for tomorrow. A few protest, wanting to continue their drinking, but he’s quick to shoot them down by telling them to party in their own rooms.

      “Tell us your name,” Squall requests.

      “They call me Star—”

      “No,” Squall cuts her off. “Your real name.”

      “Shannon,” she whispers.

      I chance a look at Markus and see his attention is rapt on this Shannon he chose for our first night.

      “Thank you for your time.” Squall kisses her cheek and waves toward the small stage. “Please, if you will.”

      Shannon is a bigger girl, but her body is beautiful, and proportionately perfect. Her full hips swing in tune with the music, and I grow hard watching how she works her body. Her long black hair reminds me of my demon, and now I’m rock hard, aching for release.

      Her shirt comes off and is thrown to the side as she turns to face us, her hands inadequately holding her breasts’ fullness. She gyrates her hips from left to right, and I watch Squall bite his fist, the lust clear in his gaze. He stands up and walks to her, his arms outstretched.

      “Can I dance with you, Shannon?” he asks. “Can I help you fly?”

      Her brow crinkles in slight confusion, but after a beat, she nods her approval. That’s all Markus needs, them agreeing to be our sacrifice, and to accept their fate.

      Squall goes to stand behind her and grabs onto her hips, swinging with her softly. His left hand skims up her torso and over her gorgeous tits, stopping as he clenches it around her throat.

      Markus walks to the front of the stage, staring up at them, and waiting for the spray of blood to coat his skin.

      “Thank you for your sacrifice, Shannon,” Markus says, with an evil grin.

      Squall quickly turns Shannon around to face him, and I storm to Markus’ back, the glint of my blade reflecting the light. Then I slam it through his back into the heart, his mouth opening in a silent scream.

      “Thank you for your sacrifice, Markus,” Squall says, his eyes closing.

      “Thank you for your sacrifice, Markus,” the rest of us repeat as he slumps to the ground. 

      Squall keeps Shannon’s face buried into his chest and ushers her out the door. We will have her off the island and thirty grand richer, that NDA firm in keeping her mouth shut.

      I pull the blade from Markus’ heart and roll him onto his back, those dead, unseeing eyes peering toward the sky. We bow our heads, and I imagine him burning in a never-ending inferno.

      Squall is once again back at our sides as we breathe in the bliss of our cleansing.

      “Come, brothers.” Squall claps his hands, and that wicked smile plays on his lips. “Let’s celebrate his sacrifice for us and watch as all our dreams come true.”

      They all stand as I bury the blade into Markus’ chest, cutting through the ribcage, and locating the heart underneath. My arms are coated in blood up to my elbows as I open his chest cavity and rip out his heart.

      I lift it up over my head, letting the blood run down over my hair, and drip down my face. I pass the heart to Squall, watching as the wet warmth runs down his white hair, onto his face. He holds it up over his head, tipping his face back, and squeezing it until the blood flows over his chest. Then he passes it to Torrent.

      “One down,” I murmur. “Three more to go.”

      Let the games begin.
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      Tempest

      The room is awash with the reds and golds of early morning light. The guys had their feast of my pussy and my ass last night, and I passed out hard after. I stretch my arms over my head and my hand connects with warm flesh. I look to my left in a panic to find Raiden sleeping soundly beside me, but that’s not the alarming part.

      His body is covered in blood.

      I sit up and quickly run my hands over his chest, searching for a stab wound.

      “It’s not mine.” His voice is low and gruff with sleep.

      “What happened?” I gasp, my hands still pressed to his sticky chest.

      He opens his eyes and looks up at me. “Are you worried about my wellbeing?” 

      “Raiden, this is a lot of blood.” I lift my hands and see the sticky residue.

      It looks like he haphazardly wiped it from his face, but his skin is still shaded with crimson, and his eyebrows have dried clumps in them. 

      He flips me over onto my back and hovers over my face. “I got to taste you last night and now I want to feel you.”

      My heart flips with his words, and I gasp when I feel his cock bob against my thigh. He’s completely naked. I’m still in my dress from last night, so there’s no barrier to keep him from me, and the thought has me growing wet.

      “Where did the blood come from, Raiden?” I try to keep my mind coherent.

      “Open for me, Demon,” He growls, and I do just that.

      My legs fall open, and his big hands slide under my ass, propping me up. The tip of his cock pushes against my entrance, but he’s met with resistance, and I can already imagine what he’s going to feel like. His grip on my ass tightens, and he spreads me open farther, pushing himself in harder. The burn is the first thing I feel as the large mushroom tip breaches me, then it’s the feeling of being stretched to a point of damage, and when he slams himself in with no regard to my pain, I feel like he’s just crushed my cervix.

      “Fuck,” he groans, his face in my neck. “You’re so tight.”

      What he doesn’t know is I’ve only done this two other times, and never with anyone this large. Not that I didn’t know what opening my legs to him would bring me. I saw him fuck Diamond, and I still wanted him.

      I watch his face, pink with blood, and the blood caked on his chest breaking off as he moves into my body.

      “Did you kill another bird?” I ask, as he stills inside me. “Like you do on stage?”

      “Yeah, I did.” His full lips pull back taut across his teeth. “And it’s soaring high in the sky.”

      He pulls out and slams back in, causing me to scream out painfully. It feels like he’s ripping my insides as he lays into me, and never once checks to see if my screams are indeed of pleasure. It takes a while, but I get used to his size and I feel myself getting wetter, the pleasure slowly replacing the pain. My hands settle on his back, and when he increases his thrusts, my nails scrape down to his ass as I scream his name.

      “You need to come now, Demon,” he grunts between his thrusts. “Or you won’t come at all.”

      I want him to kiss me; I want that connection. But when I lift my mouth near his, he brings a hand to cover it, pushing me back to the bed. He has two more thrusts and then he pulls out, holding his cock over my belly. Thick white ropes of cum lace across the stomach and breasts of my dress as he groans through his release.

      He really wasn’t kidding about me needing to come. He pushes himself up and stands at the end of my bed, his muscular body covered in blood.

      “Tonight is lace.” He points to an outfit sitting on a chair.

      He turns around, and I see the marks my nails left behind, skating down his back, scraping a path through the blood there. The door shuts behind him as I lift my hands, seeing the blood caked underneath the nails.

      What the fuck happened last night?
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      I walk into the dining area, and the girls are sitting around the table quietly, completely different from yesterday. I take a seat beside Sky and look around at them.

      “What’s going on?” I lean in and whisper to Sky.

      “One girl was sent home early this morning. She was caught looking through one of the guys’ rooms.” She sips her coffee. “Probably looking for money.”

      “What?” I snort. “Is our payment not enough for her?”

      “I guess not.” 

      Something doesn’t feel right, and when I look around, I notice the girl who’s missing is Squall’s choice. The feeling only intensifies when I remember Raiden and his blood covered body in my bed early this morning.

      What exactly is the punishment for theft around here?
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      Raiden

      She felt like the cleansing rain after a drought.

      It’s fucking with my head, because I can feel myself weakening and this must be my life’s test. The one thing that will take me to my knees, and I’ll need to rip myself apart to let her go. 

      “Brother,” Torrent’s voice breaks the silence, “talk to me.”

      “I fucked her.” 

      “Is it my turn next?” he snickers, and I have to breathe to control the wave of anger at his words. “Never mind,” he chuckles.

      “Maybe she should just go home now,” I grumble.

      “I don’t think you’re done with her just yet.” His face becomes serious. “Besides, Kenny would be more than suspicious.”

      I’m not done with her yet. 

      “Stick to the plan,” he placates as he lights the joint in his hands. “It’ll all make sense when it comes together.”

      “Hail is the same,” I mumble, and Torrent snickers.

      “Hail has been in love with that girl from the first moment he laid eyes on her.”

      “I’m not in love,” I protest.

      “I know, brother. But you are attached.”

      He’s right, I am attached, and the lesson in the end will be worth the pain of the teaching. 
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      The girls are rowdier tonight than usual. 

      They’re having body shots, and even the guys are taking part by snorting coke off their tits. I just can’t seem to find the energy to join in, and Demon seems to be feeling the same. Sure, she’s had a few shots, and I saw her bump back a few lines, but she’s subdued. I’ve seen her subtle glances my way, and after this morning, she probably has a few questions. Not that she would get any answers.

      After the contentment of our sacrifice last night, I just stood in her room and watched her sleep. So I gave in and laid with her. 

      This morning when we fucked, she tried to kiss me, and I almost gave in. I almost opened myself up and let her suck out my soul, like the demon she is. I won’t slip again.

      “You need to let loose,” Hail says, as he falls into the seat beside me.

      “You love her,” I nod toward the beautiful woman with the long braids.

      “I don’t know love, Raiden.” He shakes his head. “But she has a grip on me, and I can’t shake it.”

      I nod because I know what he means, and I know it all too well.

      “That’s why I need her to hate me,” he mutters, and I feel that, too.

      Torrent has been keeping special attention to his chosen, and she’s lapping it up like he didn’t let us all defile her a few nights ago. That man’s charm works fucking wonders. 

      “It’s nearing two,” he says, and I look at the clock on the wall.

      It’s time, and showing just how punctual they are, Magister Camden walks into the room, his robe skimming the floor. 

      As if sensing it, Torrent’s head comes up from Diamond’s tits and looks over at us with a small nod. My heart picks up with anticipation, and I turn to find Demon’s eyes on me, watching me closely. They need to leave, especially her. She’s piecing it together, and I can’t have this figured out by one of them. 

      “Get everyone out,” I snap, and Hail flies out of his seat, rushing to round up the girls.

      Torrent inconspicuously pulls Diamond back behind the bar and pushes her against the counter, devouring her mouth. If the girls notice her staying behind, they don’t say anything, all except the keen-eyed demon. My blood pounds with the need to fuck her senseless, then watch her cry as I choke her.

      Once Hail has everyone removed, we resume our seats at the table with Magister Camden, and watch as Torrent and Diamond take a few shots. She finally looks up and sees us sitting there, everyone else having left.

      “What’s happening?” Her voice shakes.

      I don’t blame her. She was already sullied at our hands, and now to find herself alone with us? The thought must be terrifying.

      “Nothing, baby,” Torrent grins at us from the crook of her neck. “We thought we’d have a private party.”

      “Are you going to ... like last time ...?” She’s frightened, and I can’t help the blood that rushes to my cock at the sound of it.

      “No.” Torrent kisses her neck. “Nothing like that, relax.”

      She relaxes at his words, but her eyes keep flicking over to us as we sit here watching them. 

      “Come and sit with us,” he takes her hand, “tell my brothers about the recent tragedy your family has suffered.” 

      They reach our table, and Torrent pulls her down onto his lap.

      “Oh,” she clears her throat, “about my aunt?”

      “The very same.” Torrent winks at us. Interesting, I’ve been waiting to find out about this girl’s connection, and why Camden chose her for Torrent.

      “Well,” she adjusts herself in his lap, and her eyes pop up to meet mine, “I had a great-aunt Sister Jane, and a few weeks ago she died in a terrible accident.”

      What the fuck? I lean forward, my eyes intent on hers, and rub at the hair on my chin.

      “From Loving Beginnings Orphanage?” Hail’s voice is deadly low.

      “Yes,” she nods. “How did you know that?” She looks at Torrent over her shoulder.

      “We actually grew up there,” he answers her. “We knew your auntie real well.”

      “So well, in fact,” Squall interjects. “She made sure to be our sole disciplinarian.”

      Her face blanches and her body tenses. 

      “Remember that whip?” Hail asks me.

      Do I ever.

      “Wait,” she looks at Torrent, “I barely knew her.”

      “Relax, we know that.” Hail sits back. “Do you want to hang out with us?”

      “Yes,” she says quietly, with a small nod.

      “Do you want to fly for us?” Torrent asks her, and she turns to look him in the eye.

      His grin widens into a devastating smile, and she smiles back.

      “Okay.”

      “Thank you for your sacrifice, Diamond,” Camden mutters.

      “Let’s purge our anger, brothers,” Torrent roars. He swoops Diamond up and away from the table, just as Hail sinks his blade into the side of Camden’s neck, pulling it around the front, and to the other side.

      Blood pours out and his head snaps back, almost completely severed from his body. Torrent comes back into the room, nodding that Diamond is safe, and being escorted to the plane.

      “Thank you for your sacrifice, Camden,” Torrent says, as he picks up Camden and throws his body to the floor.

      “Thank you for your sacrifice, Camden,” we repeat, and stand to circle his body.

      I just want the blood of this vile human all over my skin. 

      Two down.
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      Tempest

      He didn’t come to my bed last night, and I can say I don’t care, but that would be a lie. I’m disappointed. I wanted him inside me again and watching him during the party the night before didn’t fucking help.

      He has this authoritative aura about him, and the more I watch him, the more I notice just how sexy he is. Yes, he’s much older. You can see it in his graying hair and lined features, but he looks good for his age.

      His body is sculpted like a Greek god, and I can honestly say, I had only known men with dad bods at that age. Those piercings give him an edgy appeal, but his golden green eyes make him look dangerous. They’re always studying and cataloging everything around him.

      I wanted to go have a chat with Sky this morning, but when I got to her room she wasn’t there, and her bed looked made up or never slept in. I circled the grounds but couldn’t find her anywhere. Now, I’m back in the corridor leading to our bedrooms, when I notice her room door ajar.

      Did I leave it open?

      I quietly walk toward it, not wanting to alert whoever is in there, and causing a scene. As I get closer, I hear them.

      “Where is she, Hail?” Sky’s haughty voice reaches me in the hallway.

      “She had a family emergency back home. Her great-aunt or some shit died,” Hail answers her.

      What are they doing in there alone together? I feel like there’s something I’m missing between these two.

      “She hated her family,” Sky retorts.

      “Not how she put it, more like they misunderstood her,” he chuckles.

      Diamond left last night? My heart pounds in my chest as I lean against the wall. She stayed behind last night with them, and now she’s gone, similar to the girl the night before her. The night Raiden crawled into my bed, covered in blood that wasn’t his.

      “Don’t, Hail,” I hear Sky breathe, and then a subtle moan.

      There it is. So Sky hasn’t been hating her time here too much if she’s been hooking up with Hail. I hear the smack of lips and soft moans; I push off the wall and head back to my room. My stomach is tight with apprehension, and I can’t shake the feeling something bad is happening. 

      I get to my room and pull back my newly made bed to slip under the covers. I don’t feel like being social today. My head is heavy, and nausea is rolling through me. What are my instincts trying to tell me?

      I close my eyes to the sun’s bright rays and Dominica’s beautiful mountainous skyline, forcing myself to let it all go.
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      “Tonight is fur.” His voice slams through my peaceful slumber.

      I open my eyes to the sun setting and huff in frustration. 

      “I’m not coming tonight, dock my pay.”

      “That’s not in the agreement you signed,” he grunts.

      “I don’t care. I’m not feeling well.”

      Suddenly, the covers are ripped from my body, and his large one is looming over me.

      “This isn’t a choice, Demon. You will be there.” His face is so close to mine.

      His breath fans my cheeks, and our eyes clash. I feel how dangerous he is, but I want him. I don’t move, I barely breathe, and I lie still, waiting for him to do something.

      His eyes rove over my face and land on my lips, staying there as he wets his own. He drops his torso against mine, and I gasp at how hard he is pressing into my center. His eyes snap back up and his mouth hovers even closer.

      “What the fuck are you doing to me?” he asks on a groan, then crashes his mouth to mine.

      My legs automatically wind around his waist, and my arms link behind his head, bringing him in closer. Yeah, I look like a spider monkey, but he’s finally kissing me, and nothing has ever felt this way before.

      His kisses are just as dark as him, and his soft lips contradict his hard kisses as he plunges his tongue into my mouth. Our teeth knock together, and I’m angling my head just to get infinitesimally closer. He tastes like every single thing that makes me weak, and I can’t be bothered to stop it.

      While our mouths are still fused, our tongues battling as he pulls down my shorts and slams himself inside of me. I break our kiss to scream in the most pleasurable pain I’ve experienced, and whimper when I realize he isn’t even all the way in.

      “I want to hurt you for making me feel weak,” he snarls, as he grips my chin and pushes his hips forward, forcing me to take all of him.

      The stretch feels like I’m ripping, and I don’t care because all I want is his mouth back on mine. I pull my chin out of his grasp and grab his face between my hands, forcing him down to me. He comes willingly and those lips are back on mine. The kiss is initially soft, like he’s searching and savoring me. 

      Then he pulls out and slams back in, taking advantage of my open mouth to fucking swallow me whole. He’s matching the plundering of my mouth in time with the painful thrusts of his cock, and even though it hurts, I can feel myself coiling. 

      Our mouths are still bonded, and my arousal is dripping down to my asshole. Everything this man does is intense, and I can already tell the orgasm he’s giving me will be too. Every time his balls slap against my ass, I can feel them stick to my fluids, and I am on the edge of combustion.

      He feels me tighten, and grunts into my mouth, not once letting it go. His arm picks up my leg, holding it to his side as he picks up the speed of his thrusts, hitting me at just the right angle. Stars explode behind my eyes, and the force of my orgasm has me jerking my head back, ripping my mouth from his.

      I scream out his name as my pussy clamps around him, and he slams himself into me, groaning through his release too.

      He’s quick to pull out of me and stands at the end of the bed watching me, his dick glistening with what looks to be my release and blood mixed. At the sight, I feel the discomfort between my legs and press them together.

      His cock still looks hard as he runs his finger along its length, gathering my juices and blood, then sucks it into his mouth.

      “You’re bleeding like a virgin,” he states around his finger.

      “You’re hung like a horse,” I retort, pulling the covers back over me.

      “Your outfit is there.” He points at the chair. “No later than nine tonight.”

      Then he pulls on his basketball shorts and walks out of my room.
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      Tempest

      I really don’t want to be in this room, and I get anxious every time Hail steps close to Sky. This is the most attention he’s paid her publicly since we’ve been here, and my instincts are screaming at me that something's wrong.

      She’s soaking up the attention, something she hasn’t done all week, and I want to slap her out of it. How long has she been riding his cock? What the fuck else have I been missing? 

      I watch as Torrent grabs one girl, lays her out on the table, and spreads her legs. He then sprinkles coke on her spread pussy and leans forward to sniff it off, licking off any residue. Squall stands up and does the same, while the girl writhes on the table, her head tipped back and looking at Raiden. Only he’s not watching her. No, his eyes have barely left mine all night.

      We’re all in a different animal print fur outfits tonight, and it’s looking like a fucking safari in here. I’m in a two-piece tube dress with cheetah fur, and it’s fucking atrocious. I don’t fucking get these themed nights either. It’s fucking weird.

      “Demon.” I shudder at his voice and turn slowly to look at him. “Come here.”

      I know I should stay away. He’s dangerous, and he’s the definition of toxic, but I want him. I walk to him slowly, watching the surrounding debauchery, and hoping I’m not about to have coke spread on my pussy.

      He pulls me down onto his lap, his chest to my back, and buries his face into my hair. His arms come around my waist, and he holds me a little tighter. This is different, and I’m not sure how to feel about it. He’s never affectionate, he fucks me and leaves, and now he’s acting like he’s caught feelings.

      Join the club, asshole.

      “I hate what you’ve turned me into,” he whispers into my neck.

      “What did I turn you into?” 

      “I want to kiss you,” he groans, ignoring my question. “I want to be inside of you.”

      My pussy pulses at his words, and I grind down into his lap. His mouth opens on my neck and his teeth nip at the skin. He turns me around to straddle him, and I suddenly feel eyes on us.

      “My brothers are watching,” he murmurs, as his mouth brushes over mine. “They look shocked. Want to play a game with me?”

      “Yes.” I lick my lips, my tongue brushing his mouth.

      His fingers snap into my hair and yanks me to his mouth. It’s an instant battle of tongues and teeth. I bite his lip, and he bites mine to the point of drawing blood. I suck his tongue into my mouth, and he bites down on mine. It’s debased and primal. Nothing else around us matters.

      It’s like a switch is flipped, and all I need is him kissing me, grinding his cock up into me.

      “Fuck me,” I breathe, when I pull away to catch my breath. “Fuck me, right now.”

      His sinister grin has my thighs wet in anticipation, and I thank whatever made him wear track pants tonight. He pulls the waistband down, and I whimper when his cock smacks against my stomach. So fucking big. I haven’t taken him like this yet, and the thought of working my way down his length is both terrifying and exhilarating.

      His fingers find my center, and he growls when he finds me without panties.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he groans and grabs my chin. “How will I ever let you go, Demon?”

      I want to tell him not to let me go, but that would just be foolish. He’s old enough to be my father and fucked-up enough to make me fall in love.

      He lifts me up and lowers me down his shaft. He’s gentle almost, not ramming his way in, and I get to enjoy it as he stretches me open. He’s bare inside me again, and I’m about to question it when a voice sounds behind us.

      “Holy fuck,” Hail mutters. 

      “Ride me, Demon,” he says, before his mouth is on mine once more.

      I get myself fully seated on his cock and circle my hips. Grinding my clit into him and gasping over just how fucking big he is. He hits every single spot inside me. My cervix is kissing his head, and each downward thrust is the sweetest pain I’ve ever felt. 

      Raiden flips the back of my skirt up, exposing my ass to the others, and digging his fingers into the globes, forcing me to speed up. 

      I hear Torrent curse, and Hail is moaning, but I don’t give a fuck. I’m on the cusp of what feels like the most profound orgasm I will ever have. 

      “Show them how creamy this pussy is,” he says against my mouth, “and only for me.” 

      His hand slaps against my ass, and I jerk at the contact, my clit rubbing forcefully against his pelvis. My pussy clamps down on him, and the both of us groan as my release washes over me. 

      My hair is brushed back from my face, and I open my eyes to see Torrent gazing down at me.

      “You come pretty, girl.” His voice is soft.

      Raiden tightens his hold on my hips and thrusts up into me with renewed vigor. I’m sensitive, and it’s slowly moving from pleasure to discomfort. He stands us both up and slams me down on the tabletop, my vision blackening at the impact.

      I hear the metal slide of a blade and look up to see him running it along my skin. His thrusts are still hard and deep as he grabs my top, slicing it open down the middle. My breasts are exposed, and my torso is on display as he continues his ministrations with the blade.

      My legs are shaking with exhaustion, and my pussy is sore from his brutal assault, but I let him continue. When I feel the sting of the blade, I gasp and look down at my body. I watch in a stunned stupor as he carves into the skin just under my breasts.

      It looks like a star from my view, and when he’s done, he runs his fingers through my blood, painting my skin further. It’s like the sight of red has him losing control, and he thrusts into me a few more times before screaming my name. 

      The room is quiet, and Raiden pulls out of me, pulling his pants up. He has my blood on his hands and droplets on his lower stomach. I sit up and hiss at the stinging of the newest mark he’s given me. I try to pull my shirt together to give me some semblance of decency, but it’s refusing to cooperate.

      “Almost two, brother,” Torrent says to Raiden, his eyes never straying from my carved skin.

      “Get them all out,” Raiden grounds out, yanking me off the table. “Go clean up.”

      He pushes me toward the door, and I do a sweep of the room, looking for Sky. I find her wrapped around Hail, her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. They don’t look to be leaving. I get a familiar burn of acid up my throat as my heart slams in fear. She can’t stay here.

      “Sky!” I call out, and Raiden turns abruptly, grabbing me by the arm.

      “Clean yourself up.” His spit flies into my face, and my eyes widen in fear.

      He shoves me out of the room and closes the large double doors in my face. That’s when I come face-to-face with a scary-looking woman. She has a grey sallow face, her skin loose against her skull, and her teeth a dark yellow. She’s grinning at me and staring at the blood flowing from my current wound. I hurry away from her and the look on her ugly face.

      There’s something wrong here, and I don’t think any girl leaves this place of their own free will. I rush to my room, throw the scraps of top on the floor, and rush into the bathroom. I grab the terry towel bathrobe and scream when I see my reflection in the mirror.

      It’s not a star carved into my skin, it’s an upside-down pentagram, and I know exactly what that means. This heavy metal group are actual devil worshipers, and I would bet anything each of their chosen girls are sacrifices for some ritual. Fuck, I hope I’m wrong, but I won’t take that risk with Sky.

      I’m about to run out of the room, when an object sitting on the bedside table catches my eye. I rush over to it, and hold it up, the cyclone etched on its side making complete sense.
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      Raiden

      She knows.

      It was there in her eyes when she frantically searched for her friend. I close my eyes and lean back in my seat, waiting for Hail to get this started. I feel anxious, like we have to do it quickly. 

      “This place is in utter chaos,” Magistra Karen says with glee.

      “Is this where you kill me?” Sky’s words have my eyes flying open.

      “What?” Hail chuckles.

      “This happened with the previous two, your chosen.” She has no fear on her face whatsoever, more like acceptance.

      “I told you—”

      “Do what you have to do,” she cuts Hail off. “But Tempest is smart, and she knows I would never leave without her.”

      Tempest is smart, and I think she knew from the very first sacrifice, but she feels the same thing I do when we come together.

      “Why me?” she asks him quietly. 

      Hail stands behind her and drops his forehead to her shoulder. I can fucking hear his heartbreak from here.

      “Because you stand for everything I used to believe in. You represent my inner hope, and as long as you’re alive, I will never fully ascend.” Hail’s voice sounds pained.

      “That’s why I chose you for him,” Magistra Karen chuckles. “You are holding one of our soldiers captive.” 

      I know exactly how Hail is feeling, and come tomorrow night, I will be the fucking same. He whispers something in her ear and her eyes widen as he pulls out his knife. I close my eyes, waiting for the moment I get to sink my blade into Karen and the bliss that comes with each sacrifice, but then my ears are assaulted with an unnatural screeching.

      “Get away from her, motherfucker!” My demon flies across the room with the very blade I gave her, the one I had hoped she would eventually turn on me.

      Hail is slow to react, since he was also lost in our sacrificial moment, and my demon’s blade sinks into his shoulder as he staggers back with a yell.

      The rest of us jump to our feet as Hail stumbles to his knees, and Tempest wraps her arms around Sky.

      “How mad would Kenny be if we killed his pick for you too?” Karen laughs, looking at me.

      “I’m going to take her and we’re leaving.” Tempest’s voice shakes with anger. “Because let me tell you, as soon as you send us to your devil, I will make my way back to fuck you all up.”

      I don’t take her threat lightly, and I can see the others are shocked in their places, too. I can’t help but look at her and feel pride. She’s so fucking strong. It’s just a damn shame she has to watch us do something horrible.

      “Tie them up,” I tell Torrent, and then to Squall, “Send everyone else home.”

      Torrent grabs them both, and even though they’re struggling, they can’t get out of his grasp. My demon is cursing me to hell. Little does she know, we’re all already living in it.

      Karen’s eyes are sealed to the girls and their devastation. She doesn’t even see me or my blade before I plunge it into the side of her throat.

      “Thank you for your sacrifice, Karen!” Torrent exclaims, as the girls scream.

       Torrent drags them out of the room, and Squall hurries off to clear out the house. I go to Hail and examine where the knife went in. There’s a lot of blood, but I think she missed anything vital.

      “Take it out,” he pants.

      I pull the blade from his shoulder, then take off my shirt to tie around his arm. 

      “Get Squall to sew you up.” I help him to his feet. “I’m going to go help Torrent.”

      “Take it easy on her.” He sounds a bit hazy. “She’s protective of who she loves, and that’s not a bad thing.”

      I sneer at him. My insides are brimming with fire, and my anger is ready to be unleashed. She fucked-up our sacrifice, and now she’s more involved than I ever wanted. 

      I head to the door Torrent went through, which leads to the basement. This is where all our equipment is, and not a single soul is allowed down here, save for the four of us and whomever we deem worthy of our justice.

      The stairs are narrow, and I wonder to myself how the hell Torrent managed to get them both down here on his own. I let the dank smell of the cement walls seep into my nostrils and follow the yelling voices. 

      “Untie her, you fucking asshole.” My demon sounds pissed, and I can’t help how fast my cock swells at the sound.

      I walk into the room to find Torrent tying up Sky with Tempest beating on his back. I wrap my arm around her neck and haul her back into me, making her watch as Torrent takes her friend’s bound hands, hanging them from the large hook descending from the ceiling.

      “What are you doing to her?” she screams, and I press my mouth to her ear.

      “I have to punish you, or else let go of everything my brothers and I have planned for years. No matter what I feel for you, I can’t fuck this up.”

      She struggles against me, but I force her still as Torrent wraps her hands together and drags her to the other hook. He pulls her arms over her head and drops the rope down. She tries to struggle, but it’s her friend who tells her to stop.

      “Temp, stop. It’s no use.”

      “Don’t say that, Sky,” she grinds through her teeth. “We’ll get out of here, and then we’re going to kill each one of them.”

      Her robe chooses that moment to come undone, and I see the pentagram burning red against her skin, still dripping with blood. I don’t know why I etched that into her, but I must admit it looks like it belongs there. It was to mark her as mine in a moment of weakness, and no matter where she goes, she’ll be mine forever.

      “Let them hang out for a bit,” Torrent says with a snort. “I need to clean up Karen and get ready for Kenny. His plane just landed.”

      I nod and watch as he leaves the room, then I turn to her. My girl with the stormy eyes and a heart full of pain.

      “You should’ve listened to me. Now, you must pay the price of disobedience.”

      She doesn’t answer me, but her eyes flash with a hatred so raw, and once again, she’s become my fucking mirror.

      “That is why you were chosen for me.” I point at her face. “You think you hide it so well, then put yourself on a stage, and pray people won’t see it.”

      “Fuck you,” she growls.

      “You are exactly like me, Demon,” I whisper in her ear, “and now you will belong to me forever.” I touch the mark on her torso.

      “You’re so fucking delusional.” Her eyes widen. “Sacrificing me will just cause you more pain. I’m inside you now. The Illuminati are nothing but a group of deranged fuckers who pray for something that doesn’t exist!”

      “You don’t know how right you are,” I tell her.
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      Tempest

      My shoulders are screaming in pain, and Sky is refusing to talk. She just hangs there and looks at the floor in utter defeat. This isn’t like her, and I’m suddenly hit with how hard she fought me about coming here.

      “You knew,” I say to her.

      She just blinks at the sound of my voice, but her eyes don’t move from the dirty cement floor.

      “You fought the entire way, at the club before the choosing, on the way here, and then now you’ve just given up.” I try to kick at her with my foot. “You knew about all this.”

      “So what?” Her voice cracks. “We just saw them kill that woman up there.”

      “You knew they killed people!” I yell at her. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Would you have believed me?” Finally, her eyes meet mine and they’re red-rimmed orbs of pain. “I tried to escape it once. I knew I wouldn’t be able to again.”

      “How did you find out what they do here?” I ask her. 

      “Hail chose my aunt ten years ago, and she never returned. I Googled them and went to a reunion concert of theirs. I saw the pentagrams and the blood sacrifices on stage. Fucking devil worshipers.”

      Fuck. 

      We’re dead.

      I thought maybe I could get through to Raiden, maybe use our connection to make him see it’s not worth killing us.

      “Raiden is their leader,” Sky continues. “His birthday is celebrated with a black mass. But the days leading up to it, they party and choose one person to sacrifice for their church. This year must be big, since they’re sacrificing four of us. It’s like their ascension.”

      “Ascension sounds really Christian,” I point out. “Wouldn’t they want to descend … to Hell?”

      “No, not like ascending to Heaven, but rising above the natural human needs and emotions, things that bind them to the earth. Then they can concentrate on procuring every success.”

      “Fucked-up bullshit,” I snarl.

      “I’m worried about my mom.” She drops her head again. “She was devastated after her sister, and now I’m not going to return.”

      “Stop.” I try to kick at her again. “We’re getting out of here.”

      “Touching.” Torrent is leaning against the doorway. “You two really are two of the stupidest broads.”

      “Fuck you. Where’s Raiden? Why did he kill that woman?” I ask him a flurry of questions.

      “Fuck you too, he’s coming soon, and that woman was a part of the church Sky was telling you about.” He ticks each answer off his fingers.

      “You really are Illuminati and Satan worshipers,” I mutter. “So why kill her?”

      “Worshipers? No. We worship ourselves, but they showed us the way, and now they’ll die for it. They took just as much advantage of us as the Catholics did.” 

      I don’t engage with him anymore. Out of all the guys, he seems the most twisted. He gang banged his fucking chosen, for fuck’s sakes.

      He looks down at my open robe and grins.

      “He’s marked you.”

      “What?” I roll my eyes to look at him.

      “My brother,” he points to my torso, “you’re his for all eternity. Fuck, he actually did that. You’re practically married.”

      “You are all fucked-up!” I yell at him.

      “Hey, it’s true. We carve that symbol into each other when we join for eternity.”

      “Give me my knife then,” I grit out. “I need to repay the favor, right?”

      He looks at me for a split second, then barks out a laugh.

      “I can see what has him so fucked-up.” He points at me. “If you survive, you might just save him from himself.”

      “Shut up, Tor.” I hear his voice, and when he enters the room, I know I should feel hatred or fear, but I don’t. I feel a need so strong it’s all-consuming.

      “Get us down, Raiden!” I yell at him.

      And then I watch as Kenny, their manager, comes into the room with a wide smile on his face. The look has my body rushing cold and my throat ceasing in fear.

      “In a bit,” Raiden replies, and opens a drawer to my left. “First, I need to punish you for stabbing my brother and ruining our ceremony.”

      “Fuck.” I drop my chin to my chest and admit defeat. He’s not sane.

      I hear the cracking of a whip and don’t look up. He said I was being punished, and to be honest, I’d rather a whipping instead of a gang bang. 

      It’s Sky’s scream that has me tensing as my eyes fly to her. Raiden is standing behind her in a loose pair of track pants and raising the whip again.

      “Stop!” I scream. “It was me! You should punish me!”

      “I am,” he says, as the tails hit the open skin of her back.

      Her body arches, and she lets loose another gut-wrenching scream. Raiden doesn’t blink. He just looks determined as he raises the whip again and cracks it along her back. Blood sprays and the tiny droplets splatter against my robe.

      Kenny has his phone out and taking a video while watching in complete rapture at the torture being inflicted in front of him. I want to watch his throat being cut open next.

      “Whip me instead!” I scream. “Stop, Raiden!”

      He hits her another four times and drops the whip after the seventh hit. Sky is openly sobbing, and I am crying right along with her. Blood is dripping off her back and onto the cement floor, the sound deafening to my ears.

      “I hate you,” I glare at Raiden.

      “You don’t,” he looks at me, and I sob when I see Sky’s blood sprinkled over his skin, “but you should.”

      He stands in front of me, using his knife to cut away the robe from my body. Maybe now it’s my turn to feel the cutting edge of the tails on my back, and for him to relish in my pain. 

      The robe drops to the ground, and I’m hanging in front of him and Torrent in nothing but a nasty, blood-soaked, cheetah print skirt. 

      His finger pushes against the pentagram he sliced into my skin and traces the lines as I grunt through the pain. 

      “I’m going to miss the way your blood sings to me.” I watch as he pops his finger in his mouth. “Sing me a song, Demon.”

      He drops his pants, and I see his cock standing proud with a drop of pre-cum sitting on the tip. Kenny’s phone is now pointing directly at me, and his face is euphoric. 

      “I told you not to get too attached,” Kenny sneers at me.

      Raiden flips up my skirt and bares me completely.

      “Brother,” I hear the warning in Torrent’s voice.

      “Get over here and whip her while I pound her little pussy,” Raiden growls, and fear gathers throughout my stomach.

      “No.” I try to kick him away.

      It’s no use though, because Raiden is large and so fucking strong. He grabs both of my legs and hoists them up around his waist. His hands grip my ass as he pulls me in against him. 

      I hear the crack of the whip and tense just as Raiden lines himself up. I’m not wet at all. Nothing about this is turning me on, and I’m fairly sure Sky has passed out from the pain beside me.

      “Raiden…” I squirm as he pushes himself inside me. “I know you think you’ve sold them your soul, but that’s not true. I can see it; I can feel it. Don’t do this.”

      “I didn’t sell my soul,” he looks into my eyes, “I just promised to deliver other souls instead.”

      The stretch is too much, and the burn spreads up to my asshole. The whip cracks, and this time I feel the kiss of the tails on my upper back. I’m shocked. All at once, the pain registers, and Raiden has himself forced inside of me. The pain in both my pussy and my back radiates at the same time, making me suck in a breath to scream.

      “That’s it, sing for me,” Raiden whispers into my ear.

      Raiden pulls back out only to shove himself back in, and the pain is excruciating. Then the clap of those metal-edged tails digs into my back again. My blood is dripping down my back, while the stickiness of it coats my thighs. 

      My throat scorches with the efforts of my screams, and I try with all my strength to twist away from him.

      “You should’ve done as you were told,” Raiden growls loudly as he thrusts again. “You should’ve just let everything be. You shouldn’t have turned your knife on a follower of the dark one.” 

      I want to continue to scream at him, call him a murderer, bite his fucking nose off, but I have no energy to fight, and my voice is almost gone. Every ounce of vitality I have left in my body is focused on my staying conscious, and I keep telling myself I will eventually kill this asshole.

      The whip hits my back again, and I drop my head to sob. My shitty life has brought me to this point. I lived in a hovel growing up. Every dream I had was crushed by a sick father who never actually gave a shit about me, and now I’m here being whipped and raped the night before I’m supposed to die.

      “Four more, my demon,” he says in my ear.

      Seven whips.

      Three sevens on my ass.

      I try to disassociate from the pain and what is happening to my body, but every time that whip snaps, I crash right back into the agony. He’s splitting me apart from the inside while his brother breaks me apart on the outside.

      Two more hits.

      I can feel the blood flowing freely down my back now, and I want to moan in relief when Raiden pulls out of me. His cock is red with my blood, and I choke on a sob.

      The whip digs into my back again, and I fight the blackness closing in. I won’t pass out.

      “She’s tough,” Torrent breathes, like he’s in awe. Fucking cunt.

      “She is,” Raiden answers. “One more, Demon,” he says to me.

      “You better pray you kill me first, Raiden.” I lift my head, my snot flowing over my chin, and my tears salty in my mouth. “Because I will kill you the first chance I get.”

      Kenny laughs loudly at my words and continues filming our torture.

      Raiden’s eyes widen a fraction as I hear that crack and my back ignites with the torture. I can’t fight the blackness this time and let myself succumb to the bliss of the pain-free numbness.
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      Tempest

      “I’m so sorry.” A deep voice breaks through my unconscious bliss. 

      I groan as pain floods me from all over my body. My shoulders, my back, and between my legs. 

      “I didn’t want this,” a male sob penetrates the room. “I would’ve never hurt you.”

      I crack open an eye to see Hail cradling a despondent Sky in his arms.

      “No.” My voice is hoarse from screaming and my throat is dry with thirst. “Don’t touch her.”

      Hail looks up at me through his red swollen eyes, and I wince at the pure agony there. 

      “I won’t hurt her.” He shakes his head. “I’m going to get you two out of here.”

      He sets her down, and I exhale with relief when I hear her moan. He’s going to get us out of here? What the fuck does he mean by that? He comes to stand in front of me, and I bare my teeth at him, hissing when his hands land on my hips.

      “You killed her aunt.”

      “I did. There was no choice.” He doesn’t deny it. “That’s how I first saw Sky.”

      “You are all sick.”

      “He marked you,” his fingers hover over the pentagram on my stomach, “you were sent to save him.”

      I try to twist away from the heat of his body, but the searing pain in my shoulders makes me pause and whimper.

      “I know,” he whispers. “I’m just going to lift you down, okay?”

      Finally, I nod and his hands land back on my hips. The second my bound hands come away from the hook, they fall against his shoulder, and I cry out from the blood rushing back through them.

      “I grabbed you guys some clothes and your passports, but that was all I could get. You have five minutes to pull yourselves together and follow me out of here.” He opens a water bottle and pours some into each of our mouths. “Kenny is expecting to witness a double sacrifice in thirty minutes.”

      “Double sacrifice?” I croak out, even though I know exactly what he means.

      “We never were going to kill you girls. They were our targets, but you messed it up, and I’m sorry they had to do this to you both. There just was no other way. There are bigger players in all of this,” Hail continues, and I still don’t have a fucking clue what he’s talking about. “Kenny needs to believe you escaped.”

      “Where’s Kenny’s phone?” I snarl. “He has a video of what happened to us, and I want it.”

      “That video was taken to appease the elders. I need you to understand. We are taking down an organization, one dark parish at a time. It was necessary that Kenny sent that video.”

      “There’s no way he’ll believe we escaped, not in our conditions,” I tell him.

      “He’ll have no choice,” he shrugs.

      Sky hasn’t said much, and she has yet to look at me. Does she blame me? Hail helps her get dressed, and she cries out when her t-shirt rolls down over her back. Yeah, I’m not looking forward to that.

      I try to stand, but end up stumbling against the wall, and my back scrapes against the cinder blocks. I grind my teeth through the pain and stagger back to where Hail is helping Sky to stand.

      “You have to leave now.” He’s looking at me, but his arms are around Sky. “Can you walk?”

      “Yes.” I hold back a cry when I pull a shirt over my head. “Where’s Raiden?”

      I can run out of here if it means we don’t die, but I need to see him first, and I need to watch as the life leaves his eyes. The bloodied skirt lands under the hook I was hanging from as I pull on my pants, almost heaving from the pain between my legs, and steady myself on the wall.

      “I would pray you never see him again, not until the next life.” He looks pointedly at the carving under my shirt. “There’s food on the plane.” Hail grabs my hand. “You need to leave now.”

      He pulls us along, and I notice a bag hanging from his shoulder, right beside a bandage. I smile to myself, knowing I inflicted some damage at least, and I can hold on to that for the rest of my life.

      The stairs are the worst part, and the pain radiating from between my thighs screams as I take one step at a time. Sky is hanging from Hail’s other arm, and I pray she will be able to move on her own, because I don’t think I can support her too.

      Hail leads us out a back door, and I see a blacked-out sedan idling there.

      “Can you take her to the car?” He asks and hands Sky over.

      I grunt as I take her weight, and she moans into my neck. Fuck, she’s small, but the bitch is dense. A man jumps out of the driver’s side and opens the back door.

      “Get them to the airstrip quickly,” Hail barks at him, his tone completely changing.

      He kisses Sky’s forehead, and I envision myself breaking his fucking nose. He’s lucky my arms are filled with my friend. I practically drag her to the car and when we both fall in, I can feel the blood dripping down my back again. The driver runs to Hail and then comes back with the bag that was on his shoulder. Inside are our passports and some more clothing.

      “Do not return home. He’ll find you!” he calls out just as the driver closes the door.

      I dig past the clothes and feel the stacks of bills. There’s enough here to start a new life. I look at Sky and find her already passed out again, her breathing shallow and fast. 

      We get to the plane, and the driver carries Sky up the narrow stairs, disappearing inside. I take the trek slower, the pain almost proving to be too much, and when I finally get inside, the driver is coming out of a room.

      “Where is she?” I demand.

      “She’s on a bed in there.” He points behind him. “She needs rest to heal. So do you.”

      “I want to go home,” I whimper. Wherever that is.

      “There’s some pain killers and water there. We’ll leave shortly.” He points to a small bar and then exits the plane.

      I want to leave too. I want to get as far from this place as possible, but I know I need this plane to do it. Dropping the bag of money and clothes, I head over to the bar. There are some pills and bottles of water. I don’t know what the pills are, but at this point, I don’t care. I need something.

      I swallow down two and ease myself down into a seat, resting my head against the back. Just as I drift off, I feel a hand on my shoulder, and the rumble of the engine starting. I open my eyes and stare into a set of deep brown ones filled with pity.

      “Where are we taking you?” It’s the driver from earlier. His voice is careful and tentative.

      “I don’t know.” I sit up and look behind me toward the door where Sky is. “We can’t go home.”

      “No, I imagine not,” he murmurs. “You should pick a place well-populated.”

      “You’ve done this before?”

      “Only one other time,” he nods. “Las Vegas sounds good, no?”

      “Okay.” My voice cracks. “Las Vegas.”

      He watches me as I move toward the door in the back. I step into the room and find Sky lying stomach down on the bed, the back of her shirt saturated in blood. I do the same, lying on my stomach beside her, and try to close my eyes. Her head turns, and she looks at me, her gaze lit with fire, and her pain burning bright. She lifts her hand and runs it down my head, smoothing my hair as she goes. 

      “It’ll be okay.” Her voice is hoarse.

      “How does Vegas sound?” I ask her.

      “Sounds like we’ll have no trouble finding jobs.”

      I chuckle softly and wince when my t-shirt drags with the motion. It would be easy to find jobs in Vegas as strippers, and with the money we were given, it’ll be even easier to start over. I don’t know why, if it’s something sick and twisted inside of me that has me thinking this, but do I want to start over? I know Raiden is sick. His beliefs and his lifestyle are twisted and unorthodox. That doesn’t discount how my body felt in his presence, how my very blood pumped for him, and it doesn’t explain why my heart feels broken.

      Maybe I’m sick too.

      Because no matter how I feel and no matter how broken-hearted I am, it won’t stop me from killing him if I ever see him again.
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      Tempest

       The vibe in here tonight feels thick with sexual tension. Men seem to be hungrier than usual, and my skin tingles with perspiration as I move my body. “Ordinary Life” by The Weeknd is blaring through the speakers as I wrap up my set.

      The men like me here because I’m known as the witchy one. The pentagram scar on my torso is stark white against my tanned skin, and my back holds a story of pain and torture. I’m not ashamed of either and have no problem stripping down to show them off. I survived something horrendous, and it’s my right to display it. 

      “That’s our boss lady, Tempest Skeigh!” The MC booms as I slink backstage.

      I haven’t changed my name, nor my appearance, and I picked a popular hotspot here in Vegas. I’m not a victim, nor will I ever be again. I’m stronger than I’ve ever been, and I crave revenge. 

      “How was it?” Sky asks, as I enter our dressing room.

      “Boring,” I huff as I pull out my vial of coke.

      “You need to quit that shit,” she tuts.

      Sky no longer strips, and she’s become the manager of The Sanctuary. That’s right, I even named my club similar to The Temple back home. I want him to find me, but it’s been nearly a year with no sign of them. Nothing in the news and nothing here, it’s almost disappointing. Sky healed well and pushed forward. She handled her trauma with professional help, and I am so proud of her. She helped me with my process of healing too, and I wouldn’t be where I am now if I didn’t have her.

      But that’s where the similarities end. Sky has forgiven them, and she just wants to live the rest of her life in peace. I respect that. Just like she respects how I will gut that fucker on sight if he ever shows his face again. No matter how much my soul yearns for him.

      I drop the vial back in the drawer and grab the small metal item beside it, my finger brushing over the etchings like always. I was shocked when I dumped the bag Hail gave us and the knife fell out. The last I knew, it was buried deep in his shoulder, and I can’t see Hail wanting to give it back to me. I’ve always wondered who packed our bag.

      “You good?” Sky asks, and I slam the drawer shut, the knife rattling on the inside, sounding loud in our small room.

      “Of course,” I smile at her through the mirror on my vanity. 

      “You should go home and rest. You’ve had a long day.” She walks to the door, heading to her office.

      Our home is right here, on the second floor, and the doorway that leads to the stairs is just down the corridor. That’s right, I live and work here, and I barely leave. I don’t want to take the chance I’ll miss him if he ever shows up.

      I know, it’s sick like I said, but I am obsessed.

       

      Raiden

      

      I watch her ass swing from side to side as she leaves the stage; her back, a myriad of scars crisscrossing together. Their beauty makes me proud. I’ve been watching her for a few weeks. She was easy to find, as I’m sure she knows, and as soon as the plane landed, I was here in her club. She hasn’t changed a single thing about herself, and I grin, knowing my demon wanted me to find her.

      The lights drop and the music for in between sets starts, the chatter of men rising with it. She bought a place that looks eerily similar to The Temple, and she even named it as though they were sisters. The Sanctuary. Not only is it a bright blinking beacon, but it screams Christianity and everything I hate. I have to hand it to her … she’s fucking cunning, and her jabs are hit to kill. 

      I watch the next dancer on the stage, her face void of emotion, and her body stiff. This is a necessity, not a desire. I respect that, but she has nothing on my demon. When her time is up, she exits through the same door as Tempest, and again, I fight the urge to follow.

      “The usual?” 

      I give a quick nod, not bothering to take my eyes off the stage, and I wait for the next dancer. None of them hold her appeal. Her haunting grey eyes suck you in, and when her dark, tortured soul traps you, there’s nowhere to run. She was made for me.

      I hear the clink of the glass as it hits the wooden tabletop, my usual—soda water. 

      “He’s been asking about you,” I say as I pick up the glass and take a drink.

      “She plays with her knife and dreams about killing you,” she retorts.

      I snort and finally take my eyes off the dancer on the stage. I look deep into Sky’s chocolate browns and grin, her face annoyed at my mentioning Hail.

      “What will she do when she finds out you’ve known about me all along?” I take another sip.

      “Probably kill me, too.” She turns and then calls over her shoulder, “She’s done for the night, but she’ll be back on again tomorrow, same time.”

      I lay a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill on the table and stand from my seat, my eyes straining to the back doorway, just beyond the stage. I want to march back there, grab my woman, and throw her over my shoulder, even if it means her knife will end up embedded in my back.

      Soon, Demon, I’ll have you singing for me again. 

      Soon. 

      

      
        
        IF YOU ENJOYED SING ME A SONG, CONTINUE RAIDEN’S AND TEMPEST’S STORY WITH

        Sing Me a Song (Sacrificial Lambs Book 1) (geni.us)
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      By the end of the night, their curvy girl will be dripping pearls.

      

      Lola Knight

      When I took a summer job working for my idols, I thought my life was complete.

      And then I met them in person and fell in love.

      They're opposites in every way, but like a moth to the flame, I'm drawn to both.

      I crave their touches. Their kisses. Their love.

      I don't think I stand a chance until a summer storm strands me with the men of my dreams and the rules go out the window.

      As it turns out, they have a few desires of their own.

      They say they're going to claim me, own me...ruin me.

      Tonight, I'm going to let them.

      But I don't want this to end when the storm does.

      I want Liam and Braxton forever.

      

      If you enjoy your curvy girl romance quick, dirty, and over-the-top, you'll love Dripping Pearls, a short MMF office romance.
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      "Jesus Christ, Braxton. She's doing it again."

      Liam Goodson's deep growl cuts through the room like the crack of a whip. I lift my gaze, only to find him out of his chair, peering into the outer office at our intern. His arms bracket the closed door, his nose centimeters from the glass. Tension tightens the muscles in his broad back and powerful thighs. I don't even have to see his face to know he's watching her as a starving wolf looks at an innocent lamb, piercing hunger in his ocean eyes, his teeth caught between his lip… his cheeks flushed with desire.

      I bet he'd look at her the same way if she were on her knees before him.

      My cock throbs behind my zipper at the thought.

      I grit my teeth against the instinctive reaction, trying to force it away.

      He's your best friend, asshole, I remind myself. Not that it helps. It hasn't helped in precisely eleven days, three hours, and—I glance at the time—twenty-six minutes. That's the precise moment Lola Knight stepped off the elevator into our office and turned my entire world upside down.

      I took one look at her generous curves in her flirty white dress with the big black flowers and knew we had to have her. Her dark hair danced around her round face like a halo, framing her cobalt blue eyes. Her plump red lips were wrapped around a straw, her cheeks hollowed as she sucked my soul out of her iced macchiato with extra foam.

      Watching her drink coffee is a carnal experience, one that'd break a lesser man. I know from experience. We fired the fucking copier repairman a week ago for leering at her with his hand on his cock. Liam and I both wanted to go for his throat. He left the building in a dead sprint, fleeing for his miserable life. No one disrespects Lola. No one covets what belongs to us.

      And make no mistake about it, she belongs to us.

      We were two stars plummeting at her feet from the moment we set eyes on her. We both ached to claim her, to plant our kid in her, and give her our name. So Liam decided we'd do the gentlemanly thing, follow the Bro Code, and neither of us would pursue her. For anyone else, this wouldn't be a problem. But I'm not anyone else, and it's not just Lola I want.

      To put it quite frankly, I want to teach our little lamb exactly how to unravel my best friend. And then I want to watch him do the same to her. I'm dying to claim them both and put an end to the torturous dance we've locked ourselves into. Until Lola, Liam and I were best friends and business partners, and nothing more. But I look at the two of them, and I ache to watch them unravel for an entirely different reason. Because I commanded it. Because sweet Lola did exactly what I told her to do and vice versa. Because, goddammit all, they're both mine.

      At least in my mind.

      In reality, neither has a clue what dark things I think. Neither has a clue that I jerk my cock raw, fantasizing about the three of us. It's turning me into a raging asshole. I snap and snarl at everyone. My mood is perpetually black. My balls are permanently blue. And we have five weeks to go before Lola's internship ends.

      Five weeks of heaven. Five weeks of hell.

      She's going to rip both of our hearts out when she goes.

      Anyone else in my shoes would be a raging asshole too.

      "Stop eye-fucking her through the door," I snap at Liam. "You're supposed to be helping me run this projection."

      "Tell that to my cock," he mutters, turning wild blue eyes on me. The desperation burning in his gaze sears me. Liam is cracking. He's always been hotheaded and a little wild. He acts before he thinks and doesn't give a shit what anyone has to say. He leads with his heart and is rarely wrong, but he's always been a little unsettled in his soul, as if he's been missing something. He finally found it the day Lola walked into our lives. Now that she's close, he can't rest.

      I know the feeling well. There's a storm brewing in my soul, continually gathering energy. Sooner or later, the buildup of electricity will reach critical mass, and all hell will break loose. If I don't do something about it before then, we'll all suffer. And if I do show my hand, I may lose everything—my best friend and the woman who sets my soul on fire.

      I'm balanced on razor-wire, one misstep from plummeting to the ground.

      But guilt plagues me when Liam groans and shoves a hand through his riotous hair. For as long as I've known him, he's looked to me to steady him. Lola does too. She turns those pretty eyes on me as if to ask when I'm going to do something. Our lamb wants us both. Her gaze constantly bounces from one to the other as if she can't decide where she needs to look more. As if she's split down the middle. She practically squirms in her chair in want of us.

      Our lamb needs us…and Liam needs me to be the one to just fucking admit it already.

      They're both suffering. And still, I'm frozen, afraid to admit what I really want. Afraid to let them see how fucking bad I want it. But if I have to fall to spare them, then so be it. I'll fall. One of us has to before we all crack apart.

      "We can't do this anymore," I growl, pushing my laptop away. "It isn't working."

      "No shit," Liam says. "We're banning fucking straws in the office. And dresses." He scowls, his eyes narrowing to mere slits. "Can we require parkas if we blast the air?"

      "That's not what I meant."

      "If you're talking about firing her, I may hit you."

      As I said, he's hotheaded. He's also fiercely protective. We hired Lola as a favor to his cousin, Arwen. She needed intern hours to finish her graduate degree, and we needed someone around here who knows marketing and business management. Even if she were a disaster in the office, which she isn't, he wouldn't fire her. Neither would I. She can take the company as far as I'm concerned.

      I wouldn't lift a finger to stop her. There are reasons we get up in the morning—things that keep us moving. And then there's Lola. She's in a category all by herself. I think she's the reason Liam and I exist, the missing piece we've been searching for our entire lives. We felt it as soon as she stepped off that elevator. For the first time in my life, my whole soul was in the same room. Whoever said you only have one soulmate lied. I have two—the best friend I'd die for and the woman we'd kill for. She was born for us, or we were born for her. Either way, she belongs to us.

      "Of course not." I scowl at him. "Shut up and listen."

      Liam flings himself down on the sofa to glower at me, his long legs stretched out before him, his hands folded over his stomach. He's the picture of relaxation even though we both know he's ready to start ripping our office apart. He listens, though. Liam doesn't listen to many people. He doesn't usually care enough about what they have to say to hear them out.

      He listens when I speak. Hell, sometimes I think I'm the only one who can get through to him.

      "We can't keep doing this," I say quietly, choosing my words carefully. "We're both losing our fucking minds trying to stay away from her. It's not working for either of us."

      "Understatement," he snorts. "You've turned into a bigger prick than usual."

      "And you've turned into a hotheaded idiot."

      He grunts but doesn't disagree.

      "We need to negotiate new terms."

      "Like what?"

      "We have that trip to the vineyards in Tahoe in two days," I say quietly. "While we're there, I think we should make our feelings clear. She'll decide whatever she decides. And we agree to honor that, no matter what."

      "If she decided she wanted me, you'd step back and let me pursue her?"

      I swallow the pain that wells up from my chest at the thought of the two of them happy without me. It'd kill me, no doubts about that. But I have no intention of letting that happen. "If that's what she wanted, I'd do it for the two of you."

      His gaze bounces from mine, his jaw clenched as if he doesn't believe me. I know he does, though. I see the truth written all over his face. He'd do the same if Lola decided she wanted me. Even if it killed him. We're connected in a way that defies convention. We have been since the day we met on his family's vineyard when I was sixteen.

      For fifteen years, I thought that meant something different, that it meant we were brothers. I was wrong. We aren't brothers, and we never were. We're something else, something more profound. We're Mitra and Varuna, the two faces of the moon that exist only because of the other. For the first time, I'm thinking maybe he's realizing it too.

      "And if she chooses both of us?" he asks, his voice a soft growl. "If she wants both of us?"

      My cock digs into my zipper so hard it hurts. I discreetly reach beneath the desk and squeeze myself, trying to ease the ache. My eyes meet his. "Then we claim our girl."

      He dips his head in a nod, but not before I see the excitement in his eyes.

      "You've thought about it," he says.

      "Every fucking day," I admit.

      "Fuck." His hands clench and then relax, his body shuddering, not with disgust but with desire. "Fuck." He doesn't say anything else, but he doesn't have to say it. I know him. Hell, I know him better than he knows himself. He's thought about it. He's considered it, probably from every angle. And he wants it.

      He wants us.

      I grind my palm into my cock again, trying like hell to get him to stand down. It's hopeless. I stroke myself through my pants, my mind full of the thoughts I've tried to pretend don't exist…his cock down her throat while I'm buried nine deep in her. His eyes locked on mine while her curvy body is caught between us, and she's crying out our names. Her in my lap while he fucks her. Her sleeping between us. Her belly round with our child.

      I want it all, every fucking minute of it.

      "We need a place," he says suddenly. "A house. For the three of us, I mean. I won't have us living apart, taking turns. If we do this, it's all three of us. It has to be the three of us. Not you and her. Not me and her. But the three of us." He meets my gaze, his firm, unyielding. "That's my condition."

      Ah, fucking hell.

      Pre-cum spills into my boxers, anticipation throbbing in my balls.

      "Already have a place," I growl. "Bought it a week ago."

      He grins, and for the first time in eleven damn days, the cocky motherfucker I've known for half my life glints in his eyes. For the first time in eleven damn days, I can breathe.

      Ready or not, lamb. We're coming for you.
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      "I can't believe Liam and Braxton are forcing you to go to Tahoe with them," Arwen Grayson says, her soft voice like a melody in my ear. "First, Autumn moves back to Texas to work for her brother. Now, you're running off too."

      "I won't be gone that long." I smile at her disgruntled tone. Arwen Grayson, my best friend since our freshman year of college, is perpetually annoyed with her cousin, Liam Goodson, and his best friend, Braxton Attia. She says Liam is bossy like his dad, her Uncle Eli. She's not entirely wrong. He is bossy. He's also ridiculously attractive, incredibly smart…and one of the two men who haunt my dreams.

      Braxton is the other.

      They own an investment and marketing firm geared toward the wine industry. They do everything from investment matching to brand design and packaging to web design to social media management and marketing for vineyards throughout California. They found overnight success with Liam's family's vineyard signing on as their first major client.

      In the years since, Liam and Braxton have become hot commodities in the world of winemaking. I guess when you grow up on a vineyard, you really know your stuff. There's nothing about the industry Liam doesn't know. Coupled with Braxton's killer instincts and knowledge of the stock market, they're an unbeatable team. Everyone wants a piece of them. Including me.

      I've been dying to go to work for them since I found out Arwen was related to Liam. As soon as I knew I needed intern hours, I was ready to sell my soul to convince Arwen to get me in the door. My best friend is my hero. She badgered them into taking me on within a week.

      I've had a crush on Liam Grayson and Braxton Attia since I saw them on the cover of Forbes magazine five years ago. Something about the two of them sets my system on fire in a way nothing ever has before. It's wrong, and I know this. But I want them anyway.

      I always thought it was just a harmless little crush…right up until I walked in the door my first day here. Something about the two of them calls to me in a way nothing and no one ever has. I've tried so many times to ignore the way my stomach quivers when I'm near them, but it never helps. I ache to feel their hands on my body, their skin against mine, their mouths where no one else's have ever been.

      I've fallen for both of them in equal measure.

      They're exact opposites in every way. Braxton is dark, where Liam is light—dark hair, dark eyes, and a rare smile that makes my knees weak. Liam is dark blond with blue eyes and a devilish smile. He's charming, funny, and a bit of a troublemaker. Braxton is a beast. He's quiet, brooding, just as likely to snap and snarl than to raise hell. Everyone says they're impatient giants with no time for bullshit. Arwen says they're bossy, overprotective, and annoying.

      To me, they're everything.

      But I might as well not even exist to them. Oh, don't get me wrong. They treat me incredibly well. Sometimes, they even look at me like they're desperate to touch me. And yet they never try. If I get too close, they get grumpy and then retreat, banishing themselves to their office for hours on end. It's enough to make me crazy!

      I've thought about quitting a thousand times in the last two weeks, but I just can't bring myself to do it. Even though they obviously do not share my feelings, they're both so good to me. They go out of their way to make sure I'm happy here. The tech and support staff work on the floor below us, but they put me on the top floor with them, insisting that I should stick close so I could really learn the ropes. Flowers bloom all over the office, and there is chocolate on my desk daily. They bring me breakfast and lunch and never expect me to stay late even though they both work ungodly hours. They're protective and considerate and so damn sweet to me.

      But the way they avoid me kills me. It's like they can't stand to be in the same room with me for more than five minutes at a time. They get antsy and uncomfortable. Liam looks like he wants to throw up. Braxton looks like he wants to hit something. I know I'm a big girl—a size twenty-two—but I've always thought I looked okay. I may not be a supermodel, but I care about my appearance and work hard to ensure I look my best when I come to work.

      Sometimes, I don't think they agree. Other times, they both stare at me as if they can't look away. As if they're dying to touch me. During those moments, I can practically feel the need pouring from them. I silently plead for them to crack, but they never do. They flee every time.

      I'm ready to give up. But I really do need these hours if I want to graduate in December instead of next spring. Besides, if I quit now, I will always regret it. And if my parents taught me anything in life, it's that it's too darn short to spend it with regrets. My mom almost died in a bad car accident when she was a teenager. And my dad's family was murdered when he was younger. It sent him down a dark path. He doesn't know that I know, but he was a hitman. It's how he met my mom. He saved her life, and they fell in love. They've been happy every day since.

      I want that for myself. Maybe I shouldn't love two men. Perhaps the whole world will judge me harshly for it. I don't know, and I don't really care. Fairytales aren't fairytales because they're easy. They're a little dark, a bit twisted, and things get a little difficult…but they still end happily.

      I want mine to end happily. So darn badly I can taste it.

      I just wish I knew how to make it happen.

      "When are you leaving?" Arwen grumbles.

      "First thing in the morning," I say, injecting cheer in my voice even though my stomach is twisted into knots at the prospect of spending an entire week alone with the two of them. What if it ends in disaster? What if they avoid me the whole time? It's hard enough here. I think I might cry if I have to spend an entire week sharing a luxury cabin with two men who don't even want to be in the same room with me.

      "Fine," Arwen mutters. "But if Liam isn't nice to you, I'm telling Aunt Audrey."

      I laugh into the phone, genuinely amused. "He's thirty-two, Arwen. You can't go tell his mom every time he gets on your nerves." I love her for being so protective of me, though. She's the best friend a girl could ask for.

      "Oh, yes, I can. He spent my entire life telling my dad if a boy even smiled at me. I am so telling his mom on him if he's mean to you." The smile in her voice lets me know she doesn't really care that he told on boys for flirting with her. She's with the love of her life now and couldn't be happier. But she will absolutely tell his mom if he upsets me. She's tiny and fierce, and I love her to pieces.

      "We'll be fine. It's just a work trip. Once we're done on the vineyard every day, I doubt I'll even see him or Braxton. They probably have their own stuff to do," I say, and then my heart sinks. What if one of them decides to bring a woman over? Surely, they wouldn't do that on a business trip, would they? Neither has ever been linked to anyone, and both said they don't date, but that doesn't mean they're virgins. Maybe they're just discreet.

      My stomach churns at the thought of them with anyone else. I know they probably aren't innocent like me. They're both in their thirties, and they're freaking gorgeous. But it'll break my heart to see them with someone else. I don't think I can handle that. No, I know I can't handle that.

      They may not want me, but in my heart, they're both mine. Is it wrong that I want them both but don't want to share them? Maybe. But it's how I feel anyway.

      In my dreams, it's the three of us and only the three of us. There's never anyone else. The thought alone makes me burn with jealousy.

      My cellphone vibrates on my desk.

      Dad: It's going to storm.

      I glance out the windows across from my desk, my stomach sinking. The sky is turning an ominous green color. From the looks of it, it's going to be bad. I hate storms. They freak me out.

      Me: I'm leaving early today.

      Dad: Good. Make sure you do. I don't want you getting caught out in it.

      I smile as soon as I read his message. I swear he's so overprotective. He's my hero, though. He always has been.

      Me: Pinky promise.

      "I gotta go," I murmur to Arwen. "I have some stuff to finish up if I want to get out of here soon."

      "Okay." She heaves a dramatic sigh. "I guess I'll see you when you get back to town. Be safe. Love you more!"

      "Love you most." I replace the desk phone in the cradle, chewing on my bottom lip. My gaze drifts to Braxton and Liam's closed door. The privacy screen over the glass windows is activated, making it impossible to tell if they're busy or if they're in there arguing over something ridiculous or simply staring at the walls. I decide to take my chances. They're always grumpy anyway.

      I climb to my feet and smooth my pale pink skirt before crossing to their door and knocking. My heart pounds, pumping anxiety through my veins.

      Braxton immediately pulls it open.

      "Oh, hey." I blink up into his dark eyes.

      "Lola," he growls, staring at me like he always does…like I'm a meal he wants to consume slowly. There's so much heat in his gaze, so much darkness. It's intense. My body reacts immediately, arousal flooding my system.

      His dad is American, and his mom is Indian. I've never met them, but I just know he looks more like his mom with his tawny beige skin and dark eyes. He's so damn beautiful. He towers over me, filling the doorway. I ache to faceplant into his chest and feel his arms surround me.

      My cheeks heat, blood rushing to the surface of my skin.

      Liam makes a groaning sound, and I tear my gaze from Braxton's to find him looming over his best friend's shoulder, watching me with the same expression. Only there's a lightness in his blue eyes that isn't in Braxton's, a sense of mischief that goes bone deep, as if it's forged into his very soul. He's no less intense than Braxton, but he can be playful and gentle.

      "Do you need something, lamb?" Braxton's deep, rumbling voice kicks up fires in my womb. I want to fall asleep to his voice in my ear. It's so deep, so dark, and delicious.

      "Do you guys have a minute?"

      "Always for you," Liam says.

      Braxton steps aside for me to enter their office.

      I step past them, fighting the urge to tremble as their scents envelop me, wreaking havoc on my body. Liam smells like the outdoors, like Earth, sweet wine, and the hot sun. Braxton like saffron, cinnamon, and citrus.

      Their office takes up most of the floor. Despite how different they are, they're both ridiculously neat and tidy. Their antique desks are perfectly arranged. Even the file folders stacked on top line up just so, as if they don't dare stick a corner out of line. Family photos litter Liam's desk. Braxton's contains only the essentials. A sitting area off to the side of their desks gives the office a welcoming vibe. The conference area set up on the far end screams boardroom. The other end is more mancave than office, with an air hockey table, a large television, and a small live oak-edged bar.

      "What's going on, Lola?" Liam asks from behind me.

      I startle, caught off guard at how close he is.

      When I spin, I realize he and Braxton are standing side by side, arms crossed over their chests, feet planted apart. They're a solid wall of muscle, matching grim expressions on their faces.

      "It's about Tahoe," I say, fighting the urge to squirm beneath the weight of their stares. "Um, do I have to stay with the two of you?" Well, crap. That didn't come out right.

      "What the fuck?" Liam growls.

      Braxton blinks his long lashes, his eyes flickering across my face as he tries to get a read on my expression. Whatever he finds there doesn't please him. His lips pull down into a deep frown. "You don't want to stay with us?"

      "I…didn't say that." I kind of did say that, but I didn't mean to say it.

      "Have we done something to make you uncomfortable, Lola?"

      They both look mildly sick at the possibility.

      "What? No. Of course not," I hurry to reassure them. "It's nothing like that. I just…think it would be better for everyone if we had our own spaces. That's all."

      "What the fuck?" Liam mutters again, scrubbing a hand through his messy hair. He looks at Braxton in complete bewilderment, an accusatory gleam in his eyes. "What did you do? Why is she mad at us?"

      "I'm not mad at anyone!" I cry.

      Braxton ignores him, watching me as intently as ever. His gaze is a little wild, as if whatever's going on behind those mocha eyes distresses him. "Do you have plans in Tahoe, lamb?" he growls after a moment, an edge to his tone I've never heard before. It's dark and dangerous, instantly heating my system to the nth degree. "Someone you intend to meet up with?"

      "What?" I frown up at him, confused by his reaction and my response to it. He seems…angry at the thought. Jealous, almost. He's practically bristling. "No, of course not."

      "She better fucking not," Liam mutters under his breath.

      I rip my gaze from Braxton's to look at him.

      "This is a business trip," he growls, bristling just as bad as Braxton. "We'll need you with us for the duration. You'll be too busy to think about anyone else, Lola. If you have plans, cancel them."

      Braxton nods his agreement. "This will be an intense trip. We expect you to be with us twenty-four seven. We can't wait for the ferry to get you across the lake to the vineyard every day. We need you with us. Cancel your plans. Now."

      Jeez. They're grumpy today.

      "I don't have plans!" I cry, throwing my hands up. "I thought maybe the two of you might want space in case you…met someone or something, okay?" I rub my temples, not sure how this went from me suggesting getting my own room for the week to them growling at me about my job responsibilities and plans I don't even have. "Good grief, if you two are always this grumpy before a trip, no wonder no one else wants to go."

      "We didn't ask anyone else to go."

      I drop my hands to gape at Braxton, not sure if he's serious or not. And then I almost laugh out loud. Of course he's serious. He's always serious. I shake my head and resume rubbing my temples. I genuinely hate when it storms. The back of my neck is tightening up from anxiety and stress, and my head is pounding.

      "You made her head hurt," Liam growls at Braxton.

      "I believe we did that." Braxton sighs, looking contrite. "I'm sorry, lamb. We're assholes."

      I frown at both of them. "I know I only got this internship as a favor to Arwen, but I take it seriously. I wouldn't agree to go on this trip to help you and treat it like a vacation."

      "We know, sweet girl," Liam says, smiling at me. My stomach flutters. He doesn't smile nearly enough these days. He's too busy scowling at me and snapping at everyone who steps off the elevators, but he should really do it more often. He's so freaking sexy. "You're the best thing that's ever happened to this place."

      "There are no women," Braxton says suddenly.

      Liam and I both look at him.

      "There are no women," he says again, holding my gaze. "I don't fuck around, and neither does Liam. We never have. You'll be the only woman, Lola. There won't be any others. You don't have to worry about that."

      The way he says it makes it sound like he means more than just while we're sharing a cabin in Tahoe. He makes it sound like a pledge, one he fully intends for them to keep far beyond the up-and-coming vineyard we're helping launch to the world.

      "I…" I trail off with a nod, unsure how to respond. Too afraid I'm hearing what I want to hear and seeing what I want to see. I want the two of them so freaking much that I overanalyze every word and read between every line. I want him to mean more, so I hear more.

      It's making me crazy. They're making me crazy. And yet I don't want them to stop.

      "I still think I should stay in my own cabin," I mutter.

      "Absolutely not," Braxton growls.

      "Fuck no," Liam growls at the same time.

      "You're staying with us." Braxton gives me a look that says the conversation is over. The cool authority stamped across his face makes my stomach clench. Arwen may think Liam is bossy, but he has nothing on Braxton. I think this man was born barking orders and expecting to be obeyed. No one tells him no. They wouldn't dare. Even Liam listens to him, and Liam never listens to anyone.

      "Fine." I shake my head, not sure why they're so adamant about this. It's not like I'm going to get into trouble on a vineyard. It's going to be a long week. I dig my fingers into my temples, trying to rub away the ache.

      "Are you almost finished for the day?" Liam asks.

      "Not yet. I still have several accounts to finish scheduling."

      "Go finish up," Braxton says. "We'll take you home when you're finished. I don't want you trying to drive in the rain, especially if your head is hurting."

      "What about my car?"

      "It'll be fine in the garage overnight," Liam murmurs. "We'll drop it by when we pick you up in the morning." He steps toward me, gently clamping his hands down on my shoulders. I bite my lip to keep from crying out in bliss as the heat of his body stabs into me. "Go, sweet girl."

      He turns me toward the door.

      I stumble forward mindlessly.

      "Lamb." Braxton's hand in my hair stops me. His thick fingers dig into the muscles of my neck. This time, I can't keep quiet. A soft whimper escapes my lips in a puff of sound. "You have ibuprofen in your top drawer. Make sure you take it."

      "I will," I whisper.

      "Good girl."

      He squeezes the back of my neck and then slowly peels his hand away.

      I leave their office on shaking legs, not sure what the heck just happened.
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      "Shit," I growl, glaring at the sky as the dark clouds roiling overhead break open and begin lashing the city. It would wait until we're in the fucking SUV with Lola to start raining. She lives near UCLA, a good hour from the office at this time of day.

      "I know," Braxton grits out, his tone grim. His knuckles are white on the steering wheel, his eyes locked on the road ahead. Not that he can see the road ahead. It's raining too goddamn hard. Two feet in front of us, the entire city disappears behind a sheet of rain. The steam baking up from the hot asphalt doesn't help matters. It swirls around the car in eddies, creating a soup-like fog.

      "Maybe we should wait at the office."

      I glance over my shoulder at Lola. The fear in her pretty cobalt eyes breaks my heart. We should have sent her home two hours ago instead of letting her stay. She's not even ours yet, and we're already fucking up with her. I don't like it.

      She thinks we're seeing other women or want to see other women. Or some bullshit like that. At the end of the day, it all boils down to the same thing. Our girl doesn't realize that we live and breathe for her. That's unacceptable. We've wasted two weeks with her when we could have been claiming her.

      I know that's my fault. I should have manned up on day one and told Braxton that he's not the only one who envisions a future that includes the three of us. He thinks he hides it so well, but I know him. I know the way his mind works. He's my best friend. There's nothing he feels that I don't feel too.

      But I kept my mouth shut, afraid to admit just how much I want the same thing. Afraid to confess just how hard my cock gets when I think about his hands on it while he's fucking our girl, or him barking orders while I'm buried inside her.

      Christ, he has no idea how much I want the two of them. Lola is ours…but we're a part of each other too. Three equal pieces, not whole without the other. We need each other just as much as we need her. I'm not sure why we're so goddamn afraid to admit that.

      Well, fuck it. I'm done playing it safe. We're figuring our shit out and claiming our girl. Anyone who doesn't like it can take it up with me. Their opinions don't matter. The only ones who matter are in this car right now. Lola matters. Braxton matters. What's been building between us for the last two weeks matters.

      A loud crack of thunder rattles the SUV. Lola startles like a frightened rabbit, gripping the door handle. Her bottom lip quivers, the anxiety in her eyes intensifying. Poor baby is terrified. Arwen said her mom almost died in a car accident before Lola was born. I'm guessing Lola picked up a little of her mom's anxiety over the years. She's softhearted and empathetic, the kind of sweet men go to war to protect.

      "You're safe with us, sweet girl," I promise before turning to speak quietly to Braxton. I don't want to frighten her more, but there's no way we're making it to her apartment anytime soon. It's not worth the risk. "We aren't making it across the city like this. She's scared out of her mind."

      Braxton cuts his eyes in my direction, agreement stamped across his face. "We can go to the house. It's fifteen minutes from here."

      The house. The one he bought for the three of us. When he told me that yesterday, it took everything I had not to cum in my fucking pants like a teenager. Every time I go home at the end of the day, I imagine it differently. I imagine the three of us leaving the office together, cooking together, sleeping together. My house is empty without them. It doesn't feel like a home.

      "Do it," I growl.

      "Go sit with her," he says, flicking his gaze to the rearview mirror. "Hold her."

      Fuck.

      "You're sure?" I ask. Neither of us has held her yet. Until today, neither of us had even touched her. I want it so fucking badly it's torture. But I want Braxton to share this moment too. She's his too. Never thought I'd be the type of motherfucker to share a woman with anyone. But this is different. This is Braxton and Lola. My world.

      "Go, Liam. I'll get us there. You take care of her." He frowns, his gaze cutting through me like a whip crack. "Don't fucking think about putting your hands on her cunt while I'm driving."

      I unlatch my seatbelt to crawl into the back.

      "What are you doing?" she cries. "You're going to get hurt!"

      "Baby, shh," I murmur. Goddamn. Trying to shove myself between the seats is like trying to drag a bear through an anthill. I nearly kick Braxton in the head before I finally fall into the backseat beside Lola in a heap. It takes a minute to untangle myself.

      "I could have pulled over," Braxton mutters from the driver's seat.

      "Too late now."

      "What are you doing?" Lola demands again, gaping at me like I've lost my mind.

      Little does she know, I did lose it. Exactly twelve and a half days ago.

      I slide over until I'm pressed against her, and then wrap my arm around her, drawing her closer. "Relax, sweet girl," I murmur in her ear when she immediately stiffens and tries to pull away. "Stop fighting and let me hold you."

      "You're confusing me," she whispers back.

      "I'm not trying to confuse you." I pull her even closer. Not even air moves between us. If it weren't storming, I'd pick her sexy ass up and plant her in my lap. But I don't want to take her seat belt off of her. "Is your head feeling better?"

      "Yes. No." Her brows crinkle. "Maybe."

      I chuckle quietly, running my hand down her arm. She startles slightly but then leans into my touch. "You're so fucking soft, baby."

      "It's lotion."

      "Nah, it's you." I turn my face toward her, skimming my nose along her crown. Braxton's gaze is heavy in the rearview mirror, his eyes flickering from us to the road and back again as if he can't help himself. The satisfaction in his dark eyes has my cock weeping for relief.

      "Liam," Lola whispers, her voice shaking. "I don't think this is a very good idea."

      "Yeah? And why is that, sweet girl?"

      "Because."

      "Because why?" I brush her hair aside and nip her ear, making her moan and tremble.

      "Because it's not," she mutters, refusing to tell me what I want to hear…that when she thinks about me, she thinks about Braxton. That letting me touch her without Braxton touching her feels wrong to her. I need her to say it so I can set her mind at ease. "You're my boss."

      "And you dream about me and Braxton anyway, don't you?" I growl in her ear, refusing to let her put us into that box. I don't give a fuck if we are her bosses for the next five weeks. She's ours. Our jobs have nothing to do with it. She can have the damn company if she wants it. If that's what it takes to make her ours, we'll gladly sign it over.

      She makes a little gasping sound that's partly shock, partly distress, one-hundred percent admission. I have her pegged right. She has been dreaming about us. Not about me, not about Braxton, but about both of us. Knowing that…fuck. I'd hoped. And prayed. But now I know for sure.

      I lift my gaze momentarily, meeting Braxton's in the rearview mirror. Pride blazes in his eyes, stark need turning his expression savage and ragged. He holds my gaze for just a moment, but everything changes between us in that split second. Acceptance passes between us, and relief. There's no going back now. This is happening. She's ours and nothing will ever be the same between us again. Neither of us are running anymore.

      "We've been dreaming about you," Braxton growls to Lola, his gaze shifting back to the road.

      Her gaze whips to him, her eyes wide as another of those sounds leaves her lips. Our little lamb has no idea the things we've dreamed. The things we want. The things we'll do. Goddamn, Braxton needs to drive faster.

      "You've been driving us fucking crazy, Lola baby." I rearrange us in the seat again, giving myself better access to the pale expanse of her throat. "You haunt every waking moment we have." I tilt her head to the side to nip at her throat. "Trying to keep our hands off you has been making us fucking nuts."

      "Liam," she gasps.

      When a crack of thunder rattles the SUV this time, she doesn't even notice it.

      "W-what are you saying?"

      "He's saying that you're ours, Lola," Braxton answers for me, his voice firm and clear, leaving no room for misinterpretation. "We should have claimed you the minute you stepped off the elevator. We're claiming you now, lamb."

      "C-claiming me?"

      "Claiming you," I whisper in her ear. "Every inch of you is ours. We take care of you. We protect you. We hold you when you're afraid. We fuck you. You belong to us, Lola baby."

      "Liam," she whimpers, trembling in my arms.

      "You want that, don't you?"

      "I…"

      "Don't lie to us now, sweet girl," I croon, slipping my hand beneath the hem of her shirt. "You can have whatever you want. You just have to say the words."

      "But…" She breaks off on a moan as I slide my palm up her belly, marveling at the way her entire body responds to my touch. Gooseflesh breaks out on her arms. The muscles in her abdomen contract beneath my hand. She arches toward my touch as if to get closer. Jesus, this woman is going to be a revelation when we get her naked.

      "Tell us the truth, lamb," Braxton orders.

      "Yes," she blurts.

      I cup her right breast in my palm, earning a little cry of relief from her lips.

      "Good girl," Braxton says.

      "Jesus, Brax. She's a handful." I squeeze her tit through her lacy bra, leaking cum into my boxers like a faucet. Her tit overfills my hand, her nipple a hard point against my palm. "I can't fucking wait to see our marks all over these."

      "Keep your mouth off of them until we get there," he snarls. "I don't want to wreck this car."

      Lola whines her disappointment.

      "It's okay, Lola baby. We'll make you feel real good when we get to the house." I nip at her throat again, raking my teeth down the tendon in the side of her neck. I ache to mark her right there so everyone knows she's been claimed, but I fight the urge. When we mark her, we do it together. I can't be greedy, not when Brax hasn't even gotten a taste of her yet. But that doesn't mean I can't play…or let him enjoy the show.

      Drawing her shirt up her body with one hand, I yank the cups of her bra down with the other. She cries out as the lace rakes across her sensitive nipples. If anyone happens to look in our direction, they won't see anything. Braxton's windows are tinted within an inch of being illegal, and everyone is too focused on the road ahead to pay any attention to what we're doing anyway. Besides, this is Los Angeles. People fuck like rabbits all over this city.

      "Pinch her sweet little nipples," Braxton growls from the driver's seat. "I want to hear her moaning your name."

      She squirms in anticipation, her eyes dilated with desire. If she's still confused about what's happening between us, she doesn't voice it. She doesn't tell me no or try to stop me either. She's an eager little thing, panting with excitement as I tuck her shirt into the seatbelt to keep it out of the way.

      "Do you like having your nipples played with, Lola?" I chafe them with my palms, teasing her. They're fat little peaks, as pink as her cheeks. If her cunt is the same color, I'm going to lose my goddamn mind when I get my mouth on it. I may never stop eating it.

      "I don't…I don't know."

      I freeze. So does Braxton.

      "You don't know?"

      "I've never…."

      "Jesus Christ," Braxton breathes.

      "She's a fucking virgin," I growl at the same time.

      "Is that bad?"

      Bad? God no. But it's painful as hell knowing she's untouched and we're stuck in this fucking car, in this fucking storm, unable to claim what belongs to us.

      I pinch both of her nipples at the same time, twisting gently.

      "Liam!" she cries out, her ass leaving the seat.

      I flick my gaze up to look at Braxton, so fucking turned on I can't think straight.

      "Get us there," I growl.

      He grits his teeth and turns back to the road, his knuckles stark white around the steering wheel.
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      "Liam," I moan, writhing in my seat. Rain sheets down outside the SUV and lightning splits the sky open with ferocious strikes. Thunder rumbles across the city in an almighty roar, but for the first time in my life, I'm not afraid. I'm too busy drowning in ecstasy to feel anything but bliss. Liam has his hands on my body and his lips at my ear. Braxton sneaks an occasional glance at us in the rearview mirror. The satisfaction glinting deep in his beautiful eyes convinces me this is really happening.

      They're both here. Liam is touching me, kissing on me. Braxton is boldly staking their claim on me. They want the same things I do.

      I'm not merely dreaming this time, destined to wake up alone in my bed with a piercing ache that won't go away and a heaviness in my heart that grows bigger by the day. I don't know what changed, how, or why, but right now, I'm not questioning it either.

      "Fuck, sweet girl," Liam rasps in my ear. "When we get you naked, I'm not coming up for air until you make me. We're going to worship this beautiful little body until you're wearing our cum and dripping it from every hole."

      I whimper at the thought, squeezing my thighs together as if that's going to help ease the throb between them. He hasn't touched me there, and I'm desperate for it. I'm equally as desperate to feel Braxton's hands on me. To be pressed between the two of them while they do whatever they want with me. I won't tell them no. God no, I won't.

      "Which of us do you want first, baby?" he asks, plucking at my nipples. "Do you want Braxton to pop that sweet little cherry while I eat your cunt?"

      "B-both," I gasp, my core clenching at the thought of him eating me while Braxton fucks me. I want it, but not the first time. I want them both in me at the same time, claiming me together. "I want both of you."

      "Ah, hell." He presses his face to my throat and expels a shuddering breath. "You hear that, Brax? Our girl thinks she's ready to take both of us at the same time."

      "No," Braxton snarls from the front seat. "Not the first time."

      "I want it," I say, licking my lips. I lift my gaze to the mirror to find his eyes locked on the road ahead. "I want you both, Braxton. S-so bad."

      "You'll have us both, lamb," he rasps, his dark voice sending a chill of anticipation through me. "We'll keep you stuffed full of cock and cum until you can't take any more of either. But the first time, I'm making the rules." His gaze flickers to mine in the mirror, burning hot. I bite my lip to keep from crying out as the intensity in them scorches me alive. "I decide how we fuck you and how much you can take. That's my price for watching the two of you now."

      I see it then, how much it's killing him to be in the driver's seat, unable to put his hands on me. How he aches to touch Liam just as badly. He's dying to join us, to claim us both, but he's Braxton, and right now, his need to get me safely out of the storm overrides everything else. We're torturing him, and he's letting us do it. But we'll pay for it later. When I'm safe, Liam and I will both pay.

      I understand then what I didn't before. They don't just want me. They want each other just as badly. They burn for each other just as hotly. I don't think it was me they were avoiding all this time. I think it was temptation, a shifting of their relationship from what it's always been to what it's meant to be. They were fighting fate, but they aren't fighting it anymore. They're finally on the same page, ready to admit that what's between the three of us is bigger than the small minds who will never understand it.

      Plato believed the soul has three parts—the appetitive, the spirited, and the rational. We are those three parts, each individual and distinct, each guided and shaped by our own experiences. Yet, we belong together. We're mere pieces of one whole soul, incomplete without the others. Braxton is our head, our logic. Liam our heart and the hot blood running through our veins. I'm our desires and needs, the thirst we can't quench except for with one another. We need each other.

      Now, Braxton and Liam know it too. They aren't fighting it anymore.

      Thank God.

      "Then get us there, Braxton," I plead, overwhelmed with relief and need and an ache so intense I'm afraid it's going to rip me apart at the seams. If it does, I'll simply…float away. Never to be seen again. Never to be whole again. "I need you both."

      "We're here, baby," Liam says, nuzzling my neck again. His stubble scrapes my skin, sending another bolt of desire ripping through me. He pinches my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers and then slowly releases them.

      I cry out, dizzy with the pleasure of it. And then his words sink into my brain. I fight through the fog of lust, trying to focus. There's no way we made it across the city that fast, not in this storm. Not with Braxton driving so slowly.

      As if on cue, he taps the brakes. I peel my eyes open to find two wrought-iron gates blocking our way, each standing eight feet tall. My apartment complex is gated, but it looks nothing like this. Braxton hits a button on the dashboard and the gates slowly creek open.

      "Where are we?"

      "Home," Liam says.

      Braxton lets off the brake, and we slow roll through the gates. It's raining too hard to see much more than the twin parapet towers of an old Gothic Revival rising out of the storm like two sentinels standing guard over the city, but I immediately recognize the place. I drive by it on my way to work every day. It's a gorgeous five-bedroom, four-bathroom mansion with pointed arches and roof gables that was listed with an ungodly asking price. I spent an unhealthy amount of time looking at it online until the listing was taken down last week. It made me sad that someone bought it because it's my dream house.

      "I don't understand," I mumble, gaping at the towers through the rain. "You don't live here." Braxton and Liam both own houses in Woodland Hills, fifteen minutes in the opposite direction from the office.

      Neither Braxton nor Liam answers me. Instead, Braxton drives slowly up the circular driveway and parks in front of the house. Liam reluctantly tugs my shirt down to cover me and then places a sweet kiss on the side of my throat before unlatching my seatbelt.

      "We need an umbrella for her," Braxton mutters, scowling out at the rain.

      Liam grunts his agreement.

      Despite my confusion, I fight a smile. "Storms may scare me, but a little water never hurt anyone," I say quietly. "I won't melt if I get a little wet."

      "Oh, you'll be getting plenty wet," Liam growls, turning those blue eyes on me. "But it won't be because of the fucking rain. Wait right here. I'll carry you inside."

      "You are not carrying me."

      He ignores me and slides across the seat behind Braxton, reaching for the door handle.

      I quickly reach for mine, popping out before he has a chance to follow through on his threat. There's no way I'm letting him carry me inside like I'm helpless just because it's raining. My feet work just fine.

      As soon as they touch the ground, the cold rain pelts me. I squeal in shock as Liam and Braxton growl my name in unison. Within seconds, I regret my decision. It's not simply raining. The sky has opened and sent an ocean of water to drown the city.

      I slap water out of my face and make a mad dash for the porch, praying I don't slip in my heels and land on my ass in the driveway. Somehow, I make it to the relative safety of the porch, drenched all the way to the skin and shivering.

      Only to realize I'm not the least bit safe at all.

      "We should spank your ass for that," Liam growls, storming after me with Braxton hot on his heels. They're soaked. Hair dripping in their faces, button-downs plastered to their broad chests. Scowling daggers at me.

      "He told you to wait, lamb," Braxton says.

      They advance on me like two pissed-off lions—one light, one dark, both moving with feline, predatory grace. I back toward the door, only to have my retreat halted by the cool brick wall. I plaster myself to it, my heart thudding so hard I'm sure they can hear it over the rain pummeling the city. Th-thump th-thump th-thump, like a thousand horses galloping in my chest.

      Somehow, Braxton reaches me before Liam does. His body covers mine, pressing me deeper into the brick, harder against the wall. I cry out as his hand delves into my hair, craning my head back. His dark eyes, feral with need, meet mine.

      "Don't run from us," he growls.

      "Never."

      A groan explodes from his lips, sounding louder than the thunder. His mouth covers mine. His kiss is more electrifying than the lightning still splitting open the skies. I cry out as it consumes me, unmakes me, and sets me ablaze. His tongue touches mine, and I'm lost. I reach out blindly, searching for Liam. He grasps my hand, and I draw him closer, needing him with us.

      "Fuck" he groans, seaming his body to my side. His lips touch the side of my neck as he and Braxton maneuver me away from the wall.

      I find true bliss then, sandwiched not between Braxton and the hard wall but between the two men who own me. One is liquid heat, the other molten flame. They both burn hotter than the sun. I cry out in ecstasy, caught in the first moment of our forever.

      "Goddamn, Brax," Liam growls in my ear. "Does that mouth taste as sweet as it does in my dreams?"

      "See for yourself." Braxton nips my bottom lip and then turns my head toward Liam, offering my mouth up to him. "Let him have a taste too, lamb."

      I do. Eagerly. Willingly.

      Liam is greedy where Braxton is controlled. Braxton takes exactly what he wants without apology. Liam takes more. He growls against my lips and licks into my mouth as if he intends to kiss away my soul. Braxton holds my face still to him, stroking my jaw. I feel his eyes on us, feel the pride and excitement in them.

      "You kiss her like you're eating her cunt," he says.

      I whimper at his assessment because it's true. Because I want it. Because I've been dying for these men to touch me for twelve days and if they don't do it soon, I may explode into stardust and disappear on the wind.

      "She wants it," Braxton says, not missing my reaction.

      Liam sucks on my tongue like it's my clit.

      I sob, clawing at his arms.

      "Enough, Liam. Let's get her inside."

      Liam ignores him and kisses me again.

      Braxton growls, releasing my chin. My eyes flutter open in time to see his hand delve into Liam's hair. He cranes his head back until those blue eyes meet his. "I said enough," he growls at Liam. "She's cold and wet. You can have more once we get her inside and get her warmed up."

      Liam's eyes narrow on Braxton, darkening. For just a moment, I worry that they're going to fight. And then Liam makes a sound in the back of his throat, desire flaring bright as the sun in those blue eyes. Something deep passes between him and Braxton, another silent admission of what's really happening between the three of us, I think.

      Liam likes being told what to do. He likes Braxton taking control of the two of us, almost as much as Braxton likes it, I think. These two men are powerful beyond measure, both giants in their own right. But the push and pull between them turns them on. Neither fights it. Neither denies it. They both welcome it as eagerly as I do. There's something beautiful about watching Liam submit to Braxton as he would to no other.

      His hold on me loosens a fraction. His lips brush mine in a gentle pass. "Let's get you inside, baby," he murmurs. "We've got all night to play."

      Braxton releases his grip on Liam's hair, touching the back of his hand to the side of his face in a sweet gesture that brings tears to my eyes. These two men are going to wreck me, I know it. I love them so much it's a little terrifying. I want them so much it's a little overwhelming. Knowing they feel the same way—not just about me but about one another—is everything and so much more.

      Liam splays his hand across my abdomen, holding me against his body while Braxton unlocks the front door to let us inside. I've done virtual tours of this place more times than I care to admit, but seeing it in person is…wow.

      Stepping inside is like stepping out of time into a castle. The wood detailing and vaulted ceilings are gorgeous. A grand staircase leads up to the second floor, the hardwood and ornately carved banister gleaming. It's exactly like the listing. Plush rugs cover the floors, with antique furniture situated on top. Everything is beautiful, steeped in old-world grace that feels far removed from the hustle of the city.

      "It's so beautiful," I whisper in awe, staring all around.

      "Glad you think so," Braxton murmurs, closing the door. The sounds of the storm immediately fade into the background, muted by the sheer size of this place. "Because it's yours."

      "Mine?" I turn to gape up at him.

      "Yours," Liam answers for him. "Braxton bought it last week."

      I blink wide eyes, shocked silent. Braxton and Liam both come from money. We all do. They've only added to their fortunes since starting their company. But this place…this place is the kind of rich I've only ever read about.

      "It's your castle now, sweet girl. And we're your willing servants," Liam growls. "We live and breathe for you. We want you here with us where you belong. Maybe then we'll actually fucking sleep for once."

      "You…" I trail off with a shake of my head. The room is spinning. Or maybe the whole world is spinning. "What's happening right now? Did we die in the storm?"

      "Hell no," Braxton barks.

      "Fuck no," Liam says.

      "Are you sure?" I eye them oddly. "Can you pinch me to make sure?"

      They both stare at me like I just asked them to murder me and hide my body under the stairs.

      "No one is pinching you, Lola," Braxton growls, pulling me up against his chest. "We didn't die in the storm. This isn't a dream either."

      "It feels like it," I mutter. "Yesterday, you were avoiding me. Now, you're buying me houses and making out with me and telling me we belong together."

      "We do belong together."

      "He bought the house a week ago."

      I narrow my eyes on Liam.

      "Just saying," he mumbles, holding up his hands. He can't quite contain his amused grin though.

      "We weren't avoiding you. We were trying to keep from tumbling you to the floor and fucking you raw in the middle of the office," Braxton says, tipping my head back with a hand beneath my chin. "Didn't know how you'd feel about taking on the two of us, lamb."

      "It's always been the two of you," I whisper. My tongue darts out to wet my lips. "Even before I met you, it was the two of you."

      His gaze drifts across my face, silently seeking out an explanation.

      "I, um, I asked Arwen to get me the internship with you two because I had a crush on both of you," I confess on a whisper. "I mean, that's not the only reason. I really wanted to work with you guys too. But I saw you in Forbes five years ago, and ever since then, it's been the two of you. You haunt me."

      "That's because you're ours, Lola." Liam plasters himself to my back, lifting my hair away from my neck to kiss my shoulder. "You're part of us."

      "Yes."

      Braxton dips his head, brushing his lips across mine. "Let's get you upstairs, lamb. There will be plenty of time for talking later. Now that you're here, you aren't going anywhere." His gaze drifts to Liam. "None of us are."

      "We're going to Tahoe tomorrow," Liam says.

      "And if you don't piss me off on the way, maybe I'll let you tie her to the bed and fuck her when we get there," Braxton mutters, scooping me up into his arms. "Or maybe I'll let her tie you to the bed and make you watch her get herself off."
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      "Fuck," Liam growls, grinding his palm into his erection as I stalk toward the stairs with Lola in my arms. Her skin is chilled as she clings to me, her head resting on my shoulder. She's never looked as beautiful as she does right now, dripping wet, lips swollen from our kisses, her cheeks flushed and her eyes wide and dilated.

      I don't know how we kept our hands off her for the last two weeks, but we aren't doing it anymore. Doubt we could even if we tried. It was only a matter of time before one or the other of us lost that battle. She's too tempting, too sweet. Too ours.

      Liam follows us up the stairs and then slips around us, moving to open the door to the main bedroom so I can carry her inside. Her eyes grow wide in her flushed face as she takes in the room for the first time. She's been staring at this house online since two days after she started work. The second time I saw her looking at it, I came to see it for myself.

      As soon as I saw this room, I made an offer on the house. I knew it was where we were meant to worship at her feet. The stone headboard of the Alaskan king bed looks as if it's carved from the wall itself. A massive chandelier hangs from the vaulted glass ceiling, casting light into the room. Directly across from it, three ornate arches lead out onto the balcony overlooking the backyard. The en-suite bathroom is built into one of the parapet towers on the west wall. A fireplace dominates the remaining wall. It's a bedroom fit for a queen.

      Judging by the look on Lola's face, I made the right decision when I bought the place.

      "Oh, wow," she whispers, gaping at the bed. "It's huge."

      "Had to be to fit all three of us. You won't be sleeping alone anymore, Lola. Those days are over," I rumble, hoping like hell she's ready for me and Liam and everything being ours entails. Now that we've had a taste of her, we won't be letting her go. I already feel my obsession with her spreading, my need to claim both of them growing. Christ, I ache to tie them to me in ways that can't ever be undone.

      It took everything I had to keep the car on the road while Liam had his hands on her tits. I wanted to be back there, calling the shots, telling him how to touch her, how hard to pinch, where to kiss. I fucking ache to take control and ruin them both, make sure they both know they're mine and nothing will ever change that or come between us.

      A slow, happy smile spreads across Lola's face, lighting her up like the sun. "Put me down."

      "No."

      Her face falls into a pout.

      "I make the rules here, lamb. You and Liam had your fun in the car. Now, it's my turn." I glance over my shoulder at Liam. "The switch on the east wall operates the fireplace. Light it and then come here."

      He strides toward the fireplace and turns the dial. It ignites with a soft whoosh of sound. Lola shivers in my arms, more out of anticipation than cold, I think. Her skin is already warming. Liam quickly paces toward us, covering the distance in three steps. He stops beside me, so close I feel the heat of his body against mine.

      "Get these wet clothes off of her."

      "Gladly," he growls.

      Lola trembles, her head lolling on my shoulder as he shifts around, reaching for her foot. Her mouth falls open into a little "o", her tits shuddering in her soaked top as he places his lips against the top of her foot, pulling her heel off. Her toenails are painted a soft pink. He kisses the top of her other foot before removing that heel. It falls to the floor with a thud.

      "Wait," she whispers when he reaches for her skirt.

      He stops with his hands on her outer thighs.

      "I'm not wearing sexy underwear." A blush climbs up her cheeks, making my dick throb against my zipper. "Um, just so you know."

      Liam meets my gaze over the top of her head. I read the look in his eye and know instantly what he's saying. She could be dressed in a potato sack, and we'd still ache for her. It's not like she'll be keeping the panties for long anyway. It'll be a miracle if one or the other of us doesn't tear them from her body to get a taste of that cunt in the next three minutes.

      "Everything you do has us hard, lamb," I murmur, wrapping my hand around her throat to tip her head back. She's larger than life to the two of us. It's easy to forget that she's only twenty-three. And a virgin to boot. Our little lamb has never even been touched, let alone by two men at once. "The color and cut of your panties won't change how sexy we find you."

      "Okay," she whispers and then bravely nods for Liam to continue.

      He slides his hands beneath her skirt. "We'll just get rid of the panties first, baby," he murmurs, giving her a wink. "Then you don't have to worry about them."

      A tiny scrap of white fabric slips down her pale legs.

      I want to roar as her scent reaches me. She smells like the sweetest wine.

      "Fuck. She's dripping wet, Brax. I can feel it."

      "Get that fucking skirt off of her, Liam," I snarl. "Let me see it."

      He tugs her wet skirt down, popping stitches in his haste. "Sorry, sweet girl. I'll buy you a new one." His big hands make ribbons of the delicate, wet fabric. It doesn't stop or slow him any. He's too greedy, too eager to see what we've both been dying to get our hands on for the last two weeks. "Ah, Christ, Brax. She's bare."

      Lola moans, squirming in my arms as he peels her skirt the rest of the way off and sends it flying across the room. "Please," she whimpers, her head lolling back and forth against my shoulder. "Please."

      "Can you stand up, lamb?"

      She whimpers mindlessly.

      Is she even hearing me?

      "Help me, Liam." I ease her to the floor, placing her between us. We work together to peel her shirt and bra off, leaving her stripped bare. Her porcelain skin is almost translucent from the combination of cold rain and the light filtering in from above. She burrows into us, her back to my chest, her tits against Liam's. God, she's the sweetest little queen I've ever met, so soft and pliant.

      "Hold her," I order Liam, stepping back to pull my shirt off. My fingers fumble the buttons. One pops off and bounces across the floor. My shirt lands beside her clothes with a wet plop. As soon as it's gone, I pull her back into my arms so Liam can get his shirt off.

      He doesn't have to be told what to do. He knows. He peels himself away from Lola's curvy little body and sets to work on his shirt, watching us as he does.

      I run my hands down her arms and then around her body. Up her abdomen. Onto her chest. She moans, arching into my touch. Her head falls back against my chest, a soft moan leaving her lips. I lift her tits in my hands, testing the weight of them, feeling those hard nipples against my palms. Liam wasn't lying about her being a handful. She fits my hands just right.

      "Oh!" she cries out, her back bowing when I tweak both nipples.

      "I bet we could make her come just from playing with her tits," Liam observes, his eyes nearly black with lust.

      "Come find out."

      He drops his wet shirt to the floor and steps forward. I lift her right breast toward him, offering it up to him. He dips his head. His lips close around her nipple and my fingers.

      Ah, fuck.

      My cock pulses, cum spilling into my boxers as his teeth rake across the pad of my thumb.

      Lola cries out again, our names mingling on her lips.

      I pull my hand back, allowing Liam's teeth to close around her nipple.

      "Mark her," I growl, fascinated by the sight of his head bent to her breast. At the rapturous look on her face. At the feel of her in my arms while he gives her a little taste of heaven. This…Christ, this is what's been missing my entire life. This is what I've always been searching for. The two of them exactly like this. No one else got my dick hard because it was always supposed to be the two of them. It was always supposed to be like this.

      I slip my hand down her round belly, loving that there's enough of her to grip onto, enough of her to take the two of us. She's soft enough to blunt our rough edges, strong enough to bring us both to our knees, powerful enough to command us both.

      My palm glides over her mound.

      "Fuck," I snarl as her wetness coats my fingers. She's so wet she's dripping. I rub it into her skin, and then between my fingertips, slicking them up. Once they're nice and wet, I slide my hand up her stomach again, smearing her juices around her left nipple. I dip my head, pulling the hard peak into my mouth.

      Her flavor bursts on my tongue, intoxicating and sweet. I snarl against her breast and lick every last drop off, greedy for the taste of her. Fuck, she's even better than I imagined, her heady taste intoxicating me.

      "Goddamn, Brax," Liam groans from beside me. "Tell me how she tastes."

      "Find out for yourself." I pull back reluctantly, leaving my marks all over her pale flesh. My gaze flickers in Liam's direction. "On your knees."

      Liam immediately drops to the floor at her feet, too far gone to do anything but obey. I grind my dick against Lola's ass, one hand wrapped around her pretty throat. They're both mindless with pleasure, willing to do whatever they're told. They trust me instinctively, implicitly. It's a hell of a turn-on.

      "Drape her leg over your shoulder," I order Liam. "Only one and help me hold her steady."

      He gently lifts her right leg from the floor, pressing a kiss to the inside of her knee as he lifts it over his shoulder. "Ah, fuck," he groans, his eyes flaring with heat as they focus on her cunt. "She's so fucking wet. So fucking pink."

      "Don't touch her."

      "Yes, touch me," Lola whines in protest.

      I rake a hand down her body, holding her steady against my chest. "You touched her tits first. I get to play with her cunt while you watch." I slip my hand between her legs, parting her slit. She feels like silk against my fingertips. Jesus Christ. There's no way I'm going to be able to keep this up for long. I need her too much. I know Liam does too. He's already breaking out in a sweat, beads of it trickling down his chest.

      I play with her pussy, touching her everywhere while Liam watches through gritted teeth and abject fascination. His tongue swipes along his bottom lip in endless passes as if he's trying to taste her on it. She cries out, rocking against my hand, moaning into the room. Fuck, she's a hot little thing. So effortlessly sexy. Sensual in a way that requires no effort or forethought.

      I press a finger into her fuckhole, breaching her for the first time.

      "Braxton!" she cries out, clawing at my arms.

      Liam snarls my name, snapping at the air like an unruly beast. "Let me have a taste, goddammit."

      "You can have a taste when I say you can have a taste." I tease him, making him watch me push my finger into her hole and then pull it out again and then again. I drag it up to her clit, run it in circles around that tight bud, and then move back down to her dripping hole. She's in heaven in my arms, giving herself over to me without reservation. I torment her as much as Liam, one with pleasure, the other with pain. Until he's dripping sweat and she's trembling on the edge, both unraveling, both shaking with the force of their desire.

      "Now," I growl to Liam when neither can take any more of my torment.

      He lunges like a man on the edge of desperation, burying his face between her spread thighs with a guttural groan. She comes with a sharp, keening cry, shattering what little restraint I have left. Watching him get her off, knowing I brought them there…fuck. This is what I live for now.

      "Braxton," she sobs, clawing at me. "Liam. Oh, God. Please. Please."

      I snarl a curse and scoop her up into my arms, twisting to lay her out on the bed. Liam's head snaps up, fury in his eyes. Whatever he sees on my face stops him in his tracks. He rises to his feet in one fluid move, striding toward me.

      "Together," he growls, clamping a hand on my shoulder.

      We crawl onto the bed with her, one on each side. She's still trembling, still moaning. Her moans grow louder as we pry her legs apart and bend our heads to feast. My first lick sends me reeling into some level of nirvana I've never experienced. I lap at her again and then again, only to move aside to let Liam have a turn.

      Lola thrashes beneath us, wailing our names into the room as if she's trying to defeat the thunder. She might win. I pry her cheeks apart and touch my tongue to her asshole, tasting her there. Liam growls when he notices and cranes his head forward to lick her cunt at the same time.

      Our little lamb really loses her mind then.

      She screams and comes and screams. Christ, the way she screams for us.

      We're a mess of her juices and our spit, our tongues dancing through her folds and then away, all mixed up in her. There are no boundaries here, not any we aren't willing to cross anyway. Somehow, his tongue touches mine, slipping into my mouth. The kiss is unexpected, flavored in her. Everything is seasoned in her. And somehow, more powerful because of it.

      I take control of the kiss, thrusting my hand into his hair to hold his head steady. It doesn't last long, but it doesn't need to. With one simple kiss, the last of our inhibitions fall away. The last of our fears dry up. With one simple kiss, over fifteen years of friendship suddenly become…more. He becomes mine just as much as she is, our bond forged from steel.

      They belong to me now, and I to them. Irrevocably.

      We break apart, refocusing on Lola. Liam laps at her clit. I work my tongue inside her little fuckhole. Within seconds, she's shattering apart for us. She squirts when she comes this time, spraying us with her juices. It's the sexiest damn thing I've ever seen.

      "I need to fuck her," Liam groans, grinding his cock against the mattress. "Christ, Brax. I can't stand it."

      "Are you ready for us, Lola baby?" I ask, lifting my head from between her legs to find her watching us with those cobalt eyes on fire. She's so damn beautiful, all flushed and wrung out, plastered to the bed like the sweetest little sacrifice. "Do you think you can take Liam?"

      "I want you both."

      "You'll get us both." I press my lips to her belly, smiling at the way it quivers beneath my lips. "But we're taking it slow, Lola."

      "Fine," she huffs, that bottom lip poking out to let me know she isn't pleased with my rule. She'll understand the reason for it soon enough. When we're inside her, threatening to split her open, she'll be grateful we took it slow and eased her into it.

      "Take his cock out, lamb," I murmur, helping roll her onto her side facing him.

      She runs her hands down his body, stopping to trace over the tattoos littering his ribcage and chest. Liam's body is a work of art, one honed from years of working his family's vineyard. Ink adorns his skin like oil on canvas, telling pieces of his story.

      "I didn't know you had these," she says softly.

      "I'm getting another." He lifts her hand and places it over his heart. "Your names will go right here." His eyes flash to mine. "Both of them."

      My eyes drift close, a swell of emotion washing through me. It soothes those places inside, the ones I thought existed in darkness. I was wrong about that. They aren't dark at all. They're so powerfully bright they burned so I closed my eyes to them, refusing to look. I'm looking now, though. And I'm not afraid of a goddamn thing I see.

      "I love that," Lola whispers. "Can I get one too?"

      "Fuck no," we both growl at the same time.

      She laughs softly, her amusement filtering through the room like the notes of a song.

      "Touch him, lamb," I urge, settling behind her. "Unravel him for us."

      She doesn't have to be told twice. Lola sets about her task like an obedient little student, the tip of her tongue caught between her teeth. She runs her palms down his chest and over the ridges of his abdomen, watching the way his muscles contract beneath her hands. Her fingertips trail up his sides and then down his ribcage, teasing him.

      She leans forward and traces the same path with her mouth. Liam watches through slit lids, his hands clenched at his sides as she explores his body. His breath comes in pants, but he stays still, letting her do what she wants to him. His erection tents his slacks.

      "Fuck," he growls, his hips arching from the bed when she cups him through his pants.

      "You're so hard."

      "You're making him harder, Lola baby," he groans.

      "Unzip his pants, lamb. Take his cock out."

      She struggles with his button for a minute before it finally pops free. His zipper slides down with ease.

      "Ah, Christ." His hips leave the bed again when she reaches inside his pants for his cock. Her small hand reappears a second later, wrapped around his girth. We've been friends for years. It's impossible to know someone for as long as we have and not know what their dick looks like. But seeing his cock with her hand wrapped around it is different. It's sexy as hell.

      The broad head is red and engorged, precum welling from the slit. Her fingers don't even come close to touching around his shaft. He's going to split her open and leave her writhing in ecstasy by the time he's finished with her.

      "Grip him tight and run your hand up and down his shaft," I instruct Lola, teaching her how to jack his cock. "Make your fist nice and tight for him."

      She does as instructed, working her hand up and down his dick. He writhes beneath her touch, panting for breath. And fuck me, there's something beautiful about watching him unravel like this. About being the one to help her unravel him.

      "Keep doing that, lamb," I murmur. "Don't stop." I shift around to drag his pants down his legs, trying to get them and his shoes out of the way. The first time, I want her on top, riding him. It'll give me access to her sexy ass.

      By the time I get his shoes and pants off, Lola's on her knees beside him, and he's hanging on by a thread.

      "Stop for a minute, lamb."

      She immediately stops.

      Liam growls a curse, the impatient fucker.

      I rise to my feet and kick my shoes off. My pants follow. I climb back onto the bed with the two of them, my dick bobbing against my stomach. Lola moans when I drag her back against my chest, tilting her head back to claim her lips in a deep kiss.

      Her mouth works with mine, drowning me in her sweetness.

      I break away reluctantly.

      "I'm going to help you take him, lamb," I murmur against her lips.

      "Yes," she moans.

      "Straddle his hips." I steady her as she clambers over him, her hands against his chest. They both cry out in ecstasy when his cock grinds against her clit.

      "Fuck," I growl, squeezing my cock at the sight of her dripping all over his dick.

      "Braxton," Lola whimpers. "Liam."

      "We've got you," I promise, moving into position behind her.

      Liam reaches for his cock to notch it at her entrance.

      "No," I growl.

      He meets my gaze.

      "When you slip inside for the first time, it'll be my hand that guides you home," I growl, holding his gaze. "We're taking her cherry together."

      "Fuck," he breathes, his entire body bowing from the bed. Desire blazes in his eyes hot enough to burn. "Then do it, Brax. Fuck, put your hand on my cock and do it."

      I reach for him.

      Cum spills across my knuckles as I wrap my hand around his shaft. Her juices drip onto my fingers. They make a mess of my hand in a moment of utter perfection. Lola melts against my chest. Liam doesn't take his eyes off my face. The entire world shrinks to this moment, to this bed. To the three of us.

      I stroke his cock, trailing my fingertips across his balls.

      "Goddamn, Brax," he bellows, fists pounding the bed. "Goddamn."

      Yeah, he likes it. Fuck, does he ever.

      I chuckle and guide his cock to Lola's tight little fuckhole with one hand. I play with her clit with the other. She cries out, so tangled up in bliss she's practically levitating above his cock.

      "Lower yourself down slowly, lamb," I order. "Sit on his cock."

      She slowly sinks down, notching his cock at her entrance. And then she sinks lower. I grip his cock in my hand as she sinks onto him, taking him inside. I keep up the pressure on her clit, rubbing it in circles. The head of his cock pops inside.

      "Ah, fuck," he groans. "She's so goddamn tight, Brax."

      "Don't you dare come until she does," I growl, squeezing his shaft.

      She slips down another inch, sobbing in ecstasy. "Oh," she moans. "He's so big, Braxton. So big." She writhes against my chest, writhes on his cock. "I'm so full."

      "Not yet, lamb." I kiss her temple and then the side of her throat. "You'll be full the first time we're both inside you. Keep going. Take all of him."

      I know the moment her hymen tears around his cock. She gasps in shock. Liam roars a curse. She slips down his cock another inch, her cunt meeting my fingers where they're wrapped around his shaft.

      "Breathe, lamb," I murmur, pressing my lips to the side of her throat again. "Breathe."

      "I'm okay," she says. I know she means it. She's already relaxing, already taking more of him. She adjusts her hands on his chest and lifts up before sinking back down until my fingers get in her way again. A soft moan floats from her.

      Liam echoes it.

      "More," she gasps. "Please, more."

      I peel my hand off his cock, giving her what she wants. She sinks down on him, taking him all the way to the hilt. They both cry out in shocked delight. Lola trembles, shaking in bliss. Jesus, she's a horny little thing, so eager, so damn beautiful.

      Liam's in heaven beneath her. He's trying like hell to keep from grabbing her around the waist and pounding into her until they're both satisfied. The desire to do exactly that has every muscle in his body locked up tight. But he fights that base instinct.

      "Please, Braxton," she pleads. "Please, I need you too."

      "Fuck," I growl, torn between the desire to give her exactly what she wants and the need to take it slow her first time.

      "Please," she pleads. "I belong to both of you. I need both of you."

      "She can take it, Brax," Liam groans. "Trust her."

      He's right. I know he is. She was made to take the two of us. I'm not protecting her right now. I'm hurting her by not trusting that she's strong enough for the two of us. And that's unacceptable to me. I was made to love this beautiful girl and this hotheaded man. Now, it's time to let myself love them.

      "Please," Lola whispers again.

      "You never have to beg for anything," I murmur, turning her face toward mine to press my lips to hers in a hot kiss. "Not ever, lamb."

      I reach between them, coating my hand in her juices. She cries out when she feels my fingers against her ass. Within seconds, she's pushing back against them, eager and willing. I take it slow, working one inside before adding another. I stretch and twist and then add a third, trying to loosen her up as much as I can.

      "Christ, hurry up," Liam growls. "I'm hanging on by a thread here."

      "Lean forward, Lola," I instruct, getting on my knees behind her. "Lay across his chest. We'll do the work now. You just lay there and let us."

      She moans softly and falls forward, letting Liam catch her. He eases her down into his arms, chest to chest. Her round ass is in the air, her plump cheeks spread. She's so wet, we don't need lube. Instead, I reach between her and Liam again and gather her juices and Liam's precum in my hand. My hand trails along Liam's shaft again, earning another snarled curse from him.

      I pause for a minute and wrap my hand around the base of his shaft, squeezing him. When Lola lifts up, I follow with my hand, jacking his cock. He shouts my name, and I want to roar in triumph. Instead, I release him, and smear their juices all over my cock like lube.

      I lean forward and touch my lips to Lola's back before pressing my cock to her tight little asshole.

      "Hold her," I growl to Liam when she tenses.

      "Kiss me, Lola baby," he says, claiming her lips in a deep kiss.

      As soon as I feel her relax, I grit my teeth, pressing forward slowly. So goddamn slowly it's torture. The head of my cock slips inside. My eyes threaten to roll back in my head.

      Lola sobs against Liam's lips, partly in pleasure, partly in pain.

      I stay still, barely even daring to breathe. My insides twist themselves into knots. Christ, it's wrong that I'm in heaven while she's writhing in torment. And yet she's so tight and hot around my cock I'm in danger of losing my fucking mind.

      Little by little, she relaxes, allowing me to draw a breath.

      I push forward a tiny bit.

      She moans and tilts her hips back.

      Ah, God. She wants more.

      I push forward again, giving her another half an inch. And then another. Until I'm buried nine deep in her ass, my balls tapping against Liam's. Until she's stuffed so full of us, she'll never forget what it's like to belong to us ever again.

      "Told you she could take us," Liam pants. "Fucking Christ. I need to move."

      "Then move," I growl. "Help me make her come."

      "Yes," Lola sobs, squirming between us. "Move."

      Liam rocks forward as I slide backward. We lift her up his cock and then down mine, up mine and then down his. Over and over as she sobs and writhes and babbles nonsense, unraveling between us…unraveling for us. We unravel with her, incapable of doing anything else when she's so hot for it. When Liam's grunts ring in my ears, and his hands glide across my body. I touch him too, needing the connection between us as much as I need the one between me and Lola.

      "She's going to come," he growls.

      "I know." I pump my hips, fucking her ass slow and deep as her muscles clench and contract, letting me know she's right there on the edge. "She's squeezing the fuck out of my cock right now." I twist my hand up in her hair, craning her head back gently. "Be a good girl and come hard, lamb. It'll make planting our kid in you tonight a lot easier."

      "Oh!" she cries.

      "Yeah, that's right, baby," Liam growls. "We're claiming that womb. You'll be carrying our kid by morning."

      Lola sobs wordlessly, her muscles clamping down as his promise sends her catapulting over the edge. She takes both of us with her. Liam roars as her orgasm rips his own from him. As soon as I feel the two of them coming, I plant myself deep and groan, spilling my fucking soul into her. I come so hard it hurts…and doesn't hurt enough.

      It's the best moment of my life.

      No, it's the first best moment of my life, with a thousand more to come.
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      "You keep looking at me like that, I'll be feeding you my cock for dinner instead of your noodles," Liam growls, reaching down to adjust himself as he leans back against the wall across from me and Braxton. His erection tents his boxers like it has since he pulled them back on after they made love to me in the shower and then carried me downstairs to feed me.

      I moan softly, squirming on Braxton's lap on the couch. His erection grinds against my bottom.

      "Jesus," he mutters, splaying his free hand across my abdomen in a possessive hold. "That's exactly what she wants."

      "Yeah?" Liam grins, setting his takeout box aside on an end table. He pushes away from the wall, stalking toward us. "You want me to feed you my cock for dinner, Lola baby?"

      "Yes," I moan, heat pooling low in my belly. They've been all over me tonight, and I can't get enough of them. The worst of the storm passed, but it's still pouring rain outside. We're locked in our own world here. Nothing intrudes. No one else exists. The delivery driver who dropped off dinner left it on the porch and drove away, not stepping foot inside our bubble.

      "Take your cock out," Braxton growls to Liam.

      He yanks his boxers down, his cock bouncing free.

      My mouth waters at the sight. He's so damn big. They both are. Liam is a couple of inches smaller than Braxton, but so thick I feel like he's splitting me in two when he's inside me. Braxton is long and thick, able to fuck me so deep it's like I feel him in my soul. Having them inside me one at a time is amazing, but when they're both inside me at the same time, I feel like I'm flying. It's indescribable.

      "Wrap your hand around his cock, lamb," Braxton orders me. "Stroke him like I taught you."

      I eagerly reach for Liam's erection, wrapping my fist around his shaft. He's so hard, yet so smooth. So hot to the touch. I glide my hand up and down a few times as he steps closer, already panting for breath, his wild blue eyes on fire.

      "Goddamn, she's good at that."

      "Lick the tip, Lola. Get it nice and wet," Braxton murmurs in my ear, holding me close. "Tease him until he's begging for it."

      I lean forward eagerly, taking my first lick of the precum slicking the broad head of Liam's cock. It's salty, tangy. I moan and lick him again, running my tongue all around the fat head, trying to collect every last drop.

      "Ah, goddamn," he groans, his head falling back.

      "Does he taste good, lamb?"

      "Yes," I moan.

      "Good. Suck him. Just the tip."

      I close my lips over the head of Liam's cock, moaning when I feel Braxton wrap his hand around mine to hold him steady. He guides our hand up and down, helping me jerk him off as I lick and suck, teasing him. Liam curses, the muscles in his abdomen locked tight.

      "Fuck," he groans. "More. Ah, God. Take more."

      "Do it," Braxton murmurs, nuzzling my neck. "Take him deep, lamb. Blow his mind."

      I think we're already blowing his mind. He's trembling above us, his hands clenched into fists at his sides as he fights for control, his cheeks flushed. He's so damn beautiful, like a warrior locked in the throes of passion. I plunge down on him, taking him as deep as I can.

      It's not nearly deep enough for me, but my lips are stretched to capacity around him and he's still not even halfway in. I push forward, trying to take more. Instead, I gag.

      "Ah, Christ. She's choking on my cock," he growls.

      Braxton tangles his hand in my hair, pulling gently as he pries me off Liam's cock.

      I growl at him.

      "Easy, Lola," he says. "Easy. Take a breath."

      I inhale a gulp of air and then another.

      Satisfied, Braxton presses my face back down toward Liam's cock. Only he doesn't let me take it alone this time. He guides my head down, gently applying pressure. My core clenches, arousal flooding my system as he moves me up and down on Liam's cock.

      "Jesus Christ," Liam growls, tipping his head forward to watch Braxton working my mouth over his cock. "Fuck, Brax. You dirty bastard."

      "Don't pretend you don't fucking love knowing I'm the one in charge here, Liam," Braxton snaps. "Don't pretend you don't wish I had my mouth on your cock, sucking you off right alongside her."

      "Fuck," Liam snarls, panting.

      I moan around him, beyond turned on at the thought of sharing him with Braxton. Of sharing Braxton with Liam. I want it just as badly as they do. The way they love each other is beautiful to me. They're ferocious, like a storm. Only I'm not frightened of their power or intensity. I welcome it.

      Braxton tightens his grip in my hair, forcing me to take a little more of Liam's cock. My lips stretch wide as he chokes me. I gag on him, my eyes watering as my throat closes up. For just a minute, Braxton holds me right there.

      "I'm going to come," Liam grunts. "Fuck, I'm going to come."

      Braxton immediately pulls me back.

      I fight him, wanting to stay right where I am, wanting to taste him. But Braxton is implacable.

      "Come on her chest," he demands, dragging me back into his arms. "I want to see your pearls covering her tits."

      He plunges his hand between my legs, prying them apart. I sob his name as he homes in on my clit, pressing his thumb to the sensitive bud. He lifts me up, his cock prodding at my entrance. I cry out as he fills me in one deep thrust.

      Liam grunts, wrapping his fist around his shaft. He jerks himself off in rough pulls. Once, twice.

      His cum spills from the tip, splashing hot against my chest.

      "Fuck yeah," Braxton growls, jiggling his thumb against my clit as he bounces me up and down his cock at the same time, fucking me hard and fast. "Come all over her."

      "Christ," Liam groans, writhing in ecstasy, his eyes locked on where Braxton and I are joined. "Christ, look at how she takes you." Another hot spurt of cum splashes against my chest.

      My core clenches, an orgasm dancing closer, closer.

      "You want a taste of her, Liam?"' Braxton asks Liam, jiggling my clit again.

      "Hell yes," Liam growls.

      "Come get it."

      Liam drops to his knees between my spread legs.

      "No," Braxton snaps before he can bury his face in my center. "If you want a taste of her, you'll lick it off my cock first. That is what you really want, isn't it? To taste both of us at the same time?"

      Liam growls but doesn't say anything.

      "Isn't it?" Braxton asks.

      "Yes, goddammit," Liam growls, his hands clenching against my inner thighs. He makes a sound in the back of his throat, one full of surrender, of complete capitulation to something so much bigger than himself, and then I feel his hot breath wash across my center.

      Braxton roars when Liam licks his shaft, his tongue prodding at my entrance.

      I cry out in bliss, melting against Braxton's chest.

      Liam makes another sound in the back of his throat, surrenders a little more of his soul to us, to this, and then licks Braxton again. Within seconds, he's attacking both of us, eating us like a man on the brink of starvation. He licks Braxton and then me, back and forth until we're both writhing in ecstasy, both crying out with the sheer pleasure of it.

      "Fuck," Braxton growls. "Ah, fuck. Make her come, Liam, goddammit."

      He doesn't have to worry about that, though. I'm already on the edge, seconds from tumbling over into an orgasm too big to be contained. I dig my nails into his arms, trying to root myself to reality as the first waves wash over me.

      "I love you!" I sob to them. "I love you."

      The waves crash into me, dragging me into a riptide of ecstasy. It flings me around, drowning me again and again as Braxton pumps his hips, fucking me, and Liam attacks my clit with his tongue over and over. They wreck me, ruin me, and I love every minute of it. Every second.

      Braxton doesn't come in me this time. He slips free as I shake and tremble and come apart. I watch through a fog as Liam grips his cock in one hand and jerks him off. Braxton shouts, coming all over my mound and thighs, all over Liam's hand. He covers me in his pearls just like Liam did, leaving me dripping in them just like they promised I would be before the night ended.

      As soon as it's over, they're on me again, pressing into me, sandwiching me between their bodies. Their hearts beat like war drums against my back and chest as they hold me between them, pressing adoring kissing into my skin. Somehow, they drag us into a heap on the sofa. We're a tangle of grasping limbs and linked fingers, of shaking hands and clasped palms.

      "Say it again," Liam growls against my ear.

      Braxton presses his lips to my shoulder again and then again. "Say it, lamb. Say it."

      It takes a minute for my mind to register what they're pleading for, what they need so desperately. When it finally catches up, my whole soul aches that they don't already know. That they don't already realize.

      "I love you both so much," I whisper fiercely, clinging to them. "So damn much."

      They both fall still for a long moment as if marveling.

      "Ah, lamb," Braxton whispers then. "Our hearts beat for you."

      "We love you, Lola baby. We always will," Liam says, brushing tendrils of hair away from my face. "We won't ever let you go now."

      "Good," I whisper, smiling through tears. "Because I won't let either of you go either. You belong to me now. You belong to each other now."

      "Yeah?" Braxton asks, a smile in his voice as he runs his lips across the back of my neck. "I think I can live with that."
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        * * *

      

      "Oh no," Lola whispers, her face paling when we pull up in front of her apartment complex early the next morning. "My dad is here."

      "Fuck," I growl, turning my head to see Kieran Knight leaning against the wall beside her apartment, his arms crossed over his broad chest. Judging by the scowl on his face, he knows she didn't come home last night, and he's not thrilled about it.

      Kieran Knight is…actually, I'm not sure what the fuck he is. Dangerous, I know that much. I've heard rumors about him, about the man he used to be. He hasn't been that man in a long time, but Lola's his baby girl. I'm guessing old habits die hard when your daughter's involved. He might decide to kill me and Brax on principle when he finds out we're both fucking his daughter.

      "It'll be fine," I murmur, reaching out to soothe Lola. Whatever. He may threaten to kill us, but I doubt he'll follow through. Not if he loves her as much as I'm guessing he does. Because she may be his baby girl, but she's our whole world. He doesn't have to understand it to know that much is true. She's ours to protect now, ours to love. We may not be what he wanted for her, but we're who she chose. Hell itself couldn't drag us away. A former hitman pushing sixty certainly won't. Even if he is completely fucking terrifying.

      He certainly doesn't look his age. His hair is shot through with gray, and his eyes have little lines around them, but he's big, brawny, like a cage fighter. There's something wild in his eyes, like the lions you see at the circus. As if they're just biding their time, waiting for the chance to strike.

      "It'll be fine," she echoes, taking a deep breath. I'm not sure if she's trying to convince herself or me. I'm not sure if Brax has noticed him yet or not since he's following in the SUV. I'm guessing he probably has. Brax doesn't miss much, especially when it comes to Lola.

      I pull her car into her designated spot and kill the engine.

      Kieran's piercing gaze settles on me through the windshield.

      Jesus, he's intense.

      "He's harmless," Lola says.

      I snort, not believing that for a second. The man used to kill people for money. A whole fucking lot of money, judging by the way they live. Nothing about that screams harmless.

      Brax pulls in next to us.

      "Come on," I murmur to Lola. "Let's go say hi."

      She takes a deep breath and then nods.

      "Wait for me," I murmur before she can climb out of the car.

      "Okay."

      I climb out, meeting Braxton on the sidewalk.

      Kieran stalks toward us. We turn to face him, side by side.

      "She was with the two of you last night," he says.

      We don't deny it. We won't ever deny her.

      "She was," Brax says.

      Kieran jerks his head in a nod, eyeing us silently. "She's afraid of storms."

      "She was safe," I murmur. "She'll always be safe with us."

      He's silent for a moment and then he sighs, raking a hand through his graying hair. "I fucking knew this day was coming," he mutters under his breath, pegging us with a deadly look. "I knew it five years ago when I found that fucking article tucked under her mattress. So I'll only say this once. Make her cry, and I will make you bleed. Hurt her, and no one will ever find your bodies. Are we clear?"

      "Crystal," I say.

      "We're clear," Braxton agrees.

      Kieran shakes his head again, muttering another curse. "One of you better plan on putting a fucking ring on her finger."

      "She'll be wearing our ring," Braxton says. "And she'll have our last names. Both of them."

      "Good."

      "That's it?" I frown at him "That's all you're going to say?"

      He turns those piercing eyes on me. "I've been watching the two of you since the minute I found out she was going to work for you," he growls. "I've seen you with her. I know everything there is to know about you. I know where you eat, where you shit, and where you sleep. And I know that you feel the same goddamn way about her that she feels about you. So yeah, that's it." He shakes his head. "Her mom would kick my ass if I tried to come between the three of you, and one thing I don't do is piss off my wife."

      "We live for her," Braxton says simply.

      Kieran nods again. "I know. It's the only reason I didn't break down the fucking door last night and drag her out of there."

      "You were outside." Braxton frowns.

      "She wasn't answering her phone, so I tracked her." He shrugs unapologetically.

      "Shit." I grimace. "We should have had her call someone and let them know we got caught by the storm and decided to wait it out at our place."

      "Yeah, you should have," he says quietly. "Don't make the same mistake again. She's my daughter. I've gone to war for her mom. I'll do the same for her without hesitation."

      "So would we."

      "I'd go to war for them too," she says from behind us.

      I sigh quietly. Of course she didn't stay in the car. No one tells Lola what to do outside of the bedroom. She's the sweetest little lamb, but she has a mind of her own. She's stubborn and independent and so damn beautiful for it.

      "Morning, baby girl," Kieran says, holding out his arms for her.

      "Hi, daddy." She rushes into his arms, letting him fold them around her. "Please be nice," she whispers in his ear as her feet leave the ground. "I love them."

      "Figured that out a long time ago, Lola," he grunts, setting her back on her feet.

      "Oh." She frowns up at him. "You did?"

      He chuckles, shaking his head. "Yeah, kiddo. You're shit at keeping secrets."

      "I'm better than you think I am," she mumbles.

      He chuckles again, glancing from her to the two of us. "You're headed to Tahoe today?"

      "We are," Braxton says.

      Kieran nods. "Savannah will expect the three of you for dinner when you get back." He scowls. "And she better fucking not be pregnant when you get back."

      "Daddy!" Lola cries, her cheeks blazing with heat.

      He cocks a brow at her and then drops a kiss on her forehead. "Don't daddy me, Lola Jane. I'm not an idiot. I know what the three of you were doing all night. They better put a ring on your finger before they plant a kid in you or we're going to have problems."

      "Oh my God!" she cries, burying her face in her hands. "We are not talking about this."

      Kieran mutters something under his breath and then shakes his head. "Go get ready for your trip, baby girl," he says. "We'll talk when you get home."

      "Not if it's about this, we won't," she mumbles.

      Kieran chuckles, dropping another kiss on her forehead, and then he glances at me and Braxton again. "Take care of her," he growls, a shadow passing through his eyes. "Take care of each other."

      "We will," Braxton says, his promise ringing out clear and true.

      "We will," I echo, meaning it all the way to my soul. Taking care of each other will be our greatest joy in this life and loving each other will be our greatest reward. There is nothing that matters more than that. Not now, not ever.

      We drag Lola into our arms as Kieran jogs toward his truck, watching in silence as he pulls out and heads home. Lola expels a soft breath, relaxing into us.

      "That went way better than I expected," she admits.

      "It went exactly how I expected," Braxton says.

      She tilts her face back to look up at him, surprise written all over her face.

      "He loves you," he says simply. "And it's impossible to love you and not be willing to share you with the people who love you just as fiercely, lamb." His mocha gaze drifts to me, blazing with heat. "It's impossible not to love them just as much."

      "Jesus," I whisper, emotion welling from my chest.

      "Braxton," Lola whispers, moisture brightening her eyes.

      He smiles, pulling her closer, drawing me with her until we're tangled together on the sidewalk in one big clump of hands and hearts and love. Christ, there's so much of it; it's like it's alive in the air around us. We breathe it in, exhale it out, until it pumps through our veins with every heavy beat of our hearts.

      "It's true, lamb. I love you. Both of you."

      I touch my forehead to his and then bend my head, touching my lips to hers. "Always," I growl against her sweet mouth. "Fucking always."

      "Yes," she whispers, burrowing into us. "Always."
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      "Wake up, Lola baby," Liam croons, seaming his body to my back. His lips make lazy tracks across my shoulders, sending heat straight to my core.

      "Mm," I moan, burrowing deeper into Braxton's chest. "It's too early." We were up late again last night, making love. All week, we've been up late, making love, talking, and laughing. Today is our last day in Tahoe before we return home. We've made every moment count.

      "It's important, sweet girl," Liam croons, running his hand down my side.

      I groan, cracking my eyes open. Early morning sunlight filters in from the windows, but most of the room is still shrouded in darkness. The sun hasn't even fully risen yet. It's definitely way too early to be awake. "The sun isn't even up yet."

      My men are, though. Liam's erection prods against my lower back. Braxton's nudges against my folds where one of my legs is thrown over his hip. I'm wet, of course. I live in a constant state of arousal around them. All they have to do is breathe and I'm aching for them, begging them to make love to me again. And they do. Over and over until I'm dizzy with the pleasure of it. Until I'm so full of cum it splashes out and drips down my legs.

      I have a feeling we're going to be breaking my dad's rule. At the rate we're going, I'll be pregnant by the end of the month if I'm not already. They're on a mission to breed me, and nothing is going to stand in their way. I want it just as badly. I want two little boys, one who looks like each of my men.

      "Braxton," I moan as he rocks his hips and slips inside me.

      I hear Liam pop open the bottle of lube, and then feel his fingers at my back entrance. I moan, pushing back against him, eager to take him too. He plays with me, teasing and stretching me until I'm pleading for more.

      "Oh, God," I cry out, my nails digging into Braxton's shoulders as Liam slowly pushes his way inside me. My toes curl, my entire body going lax as indescribable pleasure overwhelms me.

      "Fuck, she's so tight like this," Liam growls. "I can feel your cock through that tiny little membrane separating us."

      "Stop talking, or this will be over before it even starts," Braxton says, his bottom lip caught between his teeth. "She's so damn hot."

      "So are you," Liam mutters, running his hands through my hair and then reaching for Braxton. He pulls him down for a kiss. Their tongues tangle together, first in Liam's mouth, and then in Braxton's. I moan at the sight, my core clenching.

      They don't leave me out. God no, they don't. Braxton turns Liam's face toward me, and his tongue slips into my mouth. Braxton grunts and then he's kissing me too. One after the other until we're all three a tangle of tongues and breath and moans.

      "Marry us, Lola baby," Liam breathes against my lips.

      I don't have to think about my answer. It wells up from my soul, exploding in a soft sigh of delight. "Yes."

      "Fuck," Braxton growls. "I'm going to come."

      "Me too," Liam moans.

      They rock into me and then glide back, kissing and touching me, driving me higher and then higher still. I cry out, sobbing mindlessly as the coil in my belly tightens.

      "You're marrying us, lamb," Braxton whispers. "Fuck, you're marrying us."

      I explode apart, burying my face in his chest.

      Liam growls, pressing his forehead to my shoulder as he follows me over the edge. Braxton moans, and then I feel him coming too, his seed warming me from the inside as it splashes against my womb. He holds me and Liam both, clasping us to him, crooning praises and words of love.

      "Come here," Liam murmurs, slipping out of me.

      We both groan. And then Braxton and I groan as Liam flips me onto my back and I lose his heat too. A second later my groan turns to a gasp when Braxton grabs my hand, slipping a massive solitaire diamond onto my ring finger.

      Tears fill my eyes at the sight of it. It's so beautiful.

      I sob, flinging myself into their arms. They grab me, Braxton on one side, Liam on the other. Exactly as it's meant to be.

      "We love you, lamb," Braxton whispers, brushing hair out of my face to dry my tears.

      "Forever," Liam echoes.

      Their arms close around me. As the sun creeps over the horizon, spreading its rays across the vineyard, our forever truly begins. And God, it's a dream come true.
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      Five Years Later

      

      "Braxton," Lola sobs around Liam's cock, pulling my hair as she comes all over my lips and tongue.

      I growl, eating her through her orgasm as Liam curses up a blue streak. He's mad as hell I won't give him a taste. He hasn't earned it though. Not yet. It's what he gets for fucking her without me in the shower this morning. The greedy bastard.

      Lola falls limp beneath me with a whimper.

      I pry myself off of her, rising to my feet.

      Liam's blue eyes are on fire, his chest rising and falling like he just ran a race.

      "You want a taste of her?" I growl to him. smearing Lola's juices across my cock, my eyes locked on Liam's. "Lick it off."

      Lola moans quietly, squeezing her thighs together. Her hands go to her nipples, plucking and pulling. Nothing turns her on more than watching the two of us together. She can't get enough of it. We don't play often, but when we do, it drives her wild.

      "Bastard," Liam growls without heat.

      "No," I say, stopping him before he can sink to his knees before me. "Do it while you're fucking her."

      "Ah, fuck," he groans.

      "Spread your legs, lamb," I order Lola, running a hand down her side. "Liam needs to fuck."

      She moans again, spreading her legs wide. Liam crawls up between them, stretching himself over her pliant body. Her nails scrabble down his back as he grinds his cock against her clit and then slams himself inside her.

      I step up beside the bed, cursing when Liam immediately wraps his lips around the head of my cock, licking off Lola's juices. My legs threaten to buckle when Lola reaches up to cup my balls, rolling them between her fingers. Jesus, they're too good at this. Way too damn good at it.

      I grunt, watching through slit lids as Lola stretches upward, eagerly wrapping her lips around the base of my shaft. She and Liam work together, licking and sucking, trying to drive me out of my mind. They know exactly how to do it. After five years, there are no secrets between us, nothing we haven't tried, nothing we don't love. We're insatiable when it comes to one another.

      "Enough," I grunt, pulling back before they can make me come. We're trying to get Lola pregnant again. Until she's bred, we're not wasting a single drop. We have two boys already, Lucian and Lux. Our little lamb wants a girl this time. We're on a mission to give her one, and we won't stop until she gets what she wants. In this house, Lola always gets what she wants. "Make her come, Liam."

      "Gladly," he growls, leaning down to capture her nipple between his teeth.

      She cries out, her back bowing.

      I run my hands through her hair, watching as Liam drives her wild this time. It's one of my favorite sights. There's nothing sexier than watching the two of them together. They're so goddamn beautiful to me. I don't know how I survived thirty-three years without this. With them, I'm free in a way I never was. I'm at ease in my skin for the first time in my life.

      I feel no shame, no guilt. The things I want aren't dark. They aren't to be hidden away or never spoken of. What's between us is nothing but light, nothing but love. Anyone who doesn't understand that, well, they don't need to understand it. This isn't for them. Our lives and our choices are our own. What we do in our home is our business.

      "I…I…" Lola cries, throwing her head back. A soft wail leaves her lips as her body locks up.

      Liam roars her name as her tight cunt rips his orgasm from him. Feeling her lock down around him always pulls him over the edge with her. I don't blame him. Her cunt sucks the cum from our cocks like her lips suck the coffee from her straw. It's obscene how tight she is. How perfect.

      And she's all ours.

      As soon as Liam catches his breath, he rolls onto his back, pulling Lola over on top of him. He picks her up around the waist and flips her over, lining his head up with her cunt. "Lay right there, baby," he murmurs, running a hand down her back. "Just relax and let us do all the work. I'm going to eat this tasty cunt while Brax fucks you."

      I climb onto the bed at Liam's head, my dick in my hand.

      Lola moans when I line up at her entrance.

      "Fuck," I growl, gritting my teeth when I feel how wet she is with her juices and Liam's cum. I tilt her hips up, sliding deep in one hard thrust. Liam's tongue swirls around my shaft and then her clit. I growl again, pounding into her.

      "Braxton," Lola moans. "Liam. Oh my God. Don't stop."

      "Don't plan on it," I mutter, planting my fists on the bed beside Liam and pounding into her until the bed shakes and she's screaming. Liam's mouth on my cock spurs me on, spurs her on. Fucking hell, he loves eating her while I'm inside of her. "Not until you're carrying our daughter, lamb."

      "Can't," she gasps.

      "The hell you can't," Liam snarls against her center. "We're getting you pregnant, Lola."

      "Can't," she says again and then moans loudly. "I'm…I'm… oh, God, Braxton."

      "Don't tell us what we can't do, lamb," I growl, fucking her harder. "You belong to us. You want a baby girl. We're giving you one for your birthday." Her parents have the boys tonight. We're not leaving this bed until she's pregnant. End of discussion.

      "I'm already pregnant!" she cries.

      "Oh, fuck," I growl, my balls drawing up. I grip her hip hard, pounding into her without rhythm as my stomach goes concave. Cum shoots up my shaft, pouring into her like a fucking faucet.

      She screams my name, coming apart at the seams as soon as she feels it.

      Liam roars beneath us, burying his face in her cunt. I feel his nose against my balls as he attacks her clit with her tongue, batting and sucking on it until she's wailing his name into the room too. She collapses forward, unable to hold her hips up any longer.

      I grab her at the last second, flipping her over to keep her off her belly. She lands on her back on the bed, her head on the pillows. Before she even settles, Liam and I are on her.

      "You're pregnant," Liam growls, caging her in on one side.

      I splay my hand over her belly, awed. Humbled. Overjoyed.

      "Yes," she whispers, blinking up at us. "I peed on a stick this morning."

      "Jesus," Liam whispers, tipping his head forward. He takes a shuddering breath, a tremor moving through him. "Jesus." He leans forward, claiming her lips in a soft kiss, one so much sweeter than usual, so much softer. He's usually a beast when he gets his mouth on her, drinking from her lips until they both have to come up for air.

      I press my forehead to her belly, planting my lips there as a soft wash of emotion rushes through me. Our daughter is in there. I don't know how I know it's a girl, I just do. Just like I knew Lola was meant to be ours. Just like I knew the three of us were meant to complete one another. Just like I knew our boys were a little bit of all three of us. They may have come from one or the other of us, but that doesn't make them any less ours.

      "Welcome to the family, baby girl," I whisper. "Your mama has been waiting for you."

      Lola thrusts her hand into my hair, holding me against her belly as she sobs our joy into the room. It's another perfect moment in a long line of perfect moments that all began with her.

      Yes, she's ours.

      And we'll never give her up. Not ever.
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      Love is just a 1-900 number away for this curvy girl and the man of her dreams…

      

      Arwen Grayson

      Two weeks ago, I met the man of my dreams.

      By day, he's my crazy hot roofer.

      By night, he's the wicked man who drives me wild over the phone.

      The only problem? I have no idea if he's the same man or not.

      And I'm running out of time to find out.

      Today, I plan to learn the truth once and for all.

      Even if I have to play dirty to do it.

      

      Granger Vaughn

      Two weeks ago, I met the curvy girl of my dreams.

      But she doesn't know that the man she greets with a sweet smile every morning is the same one who drives her wild on the phone at night.

      I got myself into this mess. It's time to get myself out of it.

      I just hope like hell she doesn't kick me out of her life when I confess.

      Because I can tolerate a lot...but I won't survive losing her.

      She's meant to be mine.

      

      Love burns hot and fast in this series of bite-sized romances. Bring your fans and settle in for a short and steamy treat when these possessive men and curvy women fall hard and fast on their way to a quick, dirty, and over-the-top happily-ever-after.

      

      Come Undone is now available.
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      Nichole is sure to have a steamy, sweet story just right for everyone. She fully believes the world is ugly enough without trying to fit falling in love into a one-size-fits-all box.

      When not writing, Nichole enjoys fine wine, cute shoes, and everything supernatural. She is happily married to the love of her life and is a proud mama to the world’s most ridiculous fur-babies. She and her husband live in Arkansas.
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      “Morning, Demi!” Gary, one of the stadium custodians, calls out with an easy smile and wave as he saunters toward me.  “Up and at ’em bright and early this morning, I see.”

      My heart jackhammers beneath my ribcage from the twenty-minute run as I flash him a grin.  “Always!”

      “You have a good one!  I’ll see you tomorrow!”

      Since I’ve already moved past him, I holler over my shoulder, “Same place, same time!”

      Even with The Killers pumping through my earbuds, I almost hear the deep chuckle that slides from his lips.  Our morning greetings are a ritual three years in the making.  I’ve been running through the wide corridor that leads to the stadium football field since I stepped foot on campus freshman year.  This will be something I miss when I graduate in the spring.  Five days a week, I’m up at six, logging in a four-mile run before returning home, jumping in the shower, and heading off to class.

      At this time of the day, the stadium is still relatively quiet, with only a few people wandering the hallways.  There’s something both serene and eerie about it.  I’ve been here on game days when there are thirty thousand fans packed shoulder to shoulder, rooting on the Western Wildcats football team.  Three-fourths of the stadium filled with black and orange is an amazing sight to behold.  Football is a religion at Western.  Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for the women’s soccer team.  We’re lucky if there are a couple of hundred spectators in the stands.

      I’ve come to terms with it.

      Sort of.

      I keep my gaze trained on the light at the end of the tunnel and push myself faster.  As soon as I burst out of the darkness, bright sunlight pours down on me, stroking over the bare skin of my arms and shoulders.  It’s late August, and summer is still in full swing.  A whistle cuts through the silence of the stadium, and my gaze slices to the field.  Nick Richards has been head coach of the Wildcats for the last decade.  He also happens to be my father.

      Two days a week, the guys are up at six in the morning for yoga.  Dad is a big believer in flexibility.  Even though I’m winded, a smirk lifts the corners of my lips.  Watching two-hundred-and-eighty-pound linebackers contort their bodies into Downward-Facing Dog, the Warrior II Pose, and the Cobra is enough to bring a chuckle to my lips.  Some of the guys actually like it, but most grumble when they think Dad isn’t paying attention.  Little do they know that he sees and hears everything.

      My father catches sight of me and flashes a quick smile along with a wave in my direction.  He has a black ball cap pulled low and aviators covering his eyes.  There’s a clipboard in one hand as he paces behind the instructor.

      When I point to the field, he shakes his head.  He might make the guys do yoga, but he refuses to participate.  Something about old dogs and new tricks.  Every once in a while, I’ll tell him that he needs to get out there and set a good example for the team.  He usually shoots me a glare in return.

      Every Wednesday night, Dad and I get together.  Our weekly dinners became a thing when I moved out of the house and into the dorms freshman year.  He’s busy coaching football, and my schedule is packed tight with school and soccer.  Getting together once a week is the best way for us to stay connected.  It doesn’t matter if we’re in the middle of our seasons; we always make time for each other.  Especially since Mom lives in sunny California.  After eighteen years of marriage, she got fed up with being a distant second to the Western University football program.  She packed up her bags and walked out.  I hate to say it, but Dad didn’t notice her absence for a couple of days.  Which only proved her point.  Now she’s remarried, learning to surf, and is a vegan.  I visit for a couple of weeks during the summer before soccer training camp starts up at the end of June.

      Even though it’s only the two of us, our weekly dinners are set for three people.

      I tell myself to stare straight ahead and not glance in his direction.

      Don’t do it!

      Don’t you dare do it!

      Damn.

      My gaze reluctantly zeros in on him like a heat-seeking missile.  Long blond hair, bright blue eyes, sun-kissed skin, and muscles for miles.  And he’s tall, somewhere around six foot three.

      I’m describing none other than Rowan Michaels.

      Otherwise known as the bane of my existence.

      My dad discovered the talented quarterback the summer before we entered high school and took him under his wing.  Which has been...aggravating.  In the seven years since, Rowan has become an irritatingly permanent fixture in my life.  He’s the brother I never wanted or asked for.  He’s the gift I wish I could give back.  He’s the son my father never had but secretly longed for.

      On a campus with over thirty thousand students, one would think that avoidance would be easy to accomplish.  That hasn’t turned out to be the case.  Somehow, we ended up in the same major—Exercise Science.  I get stuck in at least one class with the guy each semester.  This time it’s statistics, which is a requirement.  Three times a week, I’m forced to see him.  And then there are the weekly dinners at Dad’s house.

      Every Wednesday, Rowan shows up without fail.

      It’s so annoying.

      No, he’s annoying!

      Our gazes collide, and electricity sizzles through my veins before I immediately snuff it out and pretend it never happened.

      I am not attracted to Rowan Michaels.

      I am not attracted to Rowan Michaels.

      I am not attracted to Rowan Michaels.

      Maybe if I repeat the mantra enough times, it’ll be true.  That’s the hope I cling to.  I’ve made it through the last seven years trying to convince myself of this.  I only have to get through our final year together, and then we’ll go our separate ways—me to graduate school or maybe to the Women’s National Soccer League, and Rowan to the NFL.  He’s one of the most talented quarterbacks in the conference.  Hell, probably the country.  There is little doubt in my mind that he’ll be a first-round draft pick come next spring.

      Trust me when I say that Rowan Michaels fever is alive and well at Western University.  His fanbase is legendary.  The guy is a major player.

      Both on and off the field.

      Girls fall all over themselves to be with him.  They fill the stands at football practice, show up at parties he’s rumored to be at, and basically stalk him around campus.

      It’s a little nauseating.  Don’t these girls have any self-respect when it comes to a hot guy?

      I wince at that unchecked thought.

      Fine...I’ll begrudgingly admit it; he’s good-looking.

      I shake my head as if that will banish the insidious thoughts currently invading my brain.  Enough about Rowan.  It’s time to focus on the reason I’m at the stadium at this ungodly hour.  I rip my gaze from him as I hit the cement staircase.  After half a flight, all thoughts of the blond quarterback vanish from my mind.  How could they not when my quads, glutes, and calves are on fire, screaming for mercy as I force myself to the nosebleed section.  By the time I finish, my legs are Jell-O, and I still have a two-mile run back to the apartment I share with my best friend off-campus.

      I give Dad a half-hearted wave before leaving.  It’s the most I can muster.  His lips quirk at the corners as he shakes his head.  He thinks I’m crazy.  At the moment, I can’t argue with his assessment of the situation.  Although, it’s the extra training I put in that helps me run circles around the other team in the second half of the game.

      The jog home feels like it will last forever.  By the time I unlock the apartment door, I’m ready to collapse.  I beeline for the shower and jump in before it’s fully warm.  My skin prickles with goose flesh, but it feels so damn good.  Twenty minutes later, I’m dressed and ready to take on the day.  My hair has been thrown up in a messy bun, and I’m making a protein smoothie that will fuel me for my morning classes.

      Just before taking off, I poke my head into Sydney’s room.  I know exactly how I’ll find her, and that’s buried beneath a small mountain of blankets.  She doesn’t disappoint.  We met the summer before freshman year in training camp and have been besties ever since.  She’s the yin to my yang.  The peanut butter to my jelly.  The Thelma to my Louise.  Where I’m more introverted and cautious, she’s loud and boisterous.  She’s been known to leap without necessarily looking at what she’s jumping into.  Every so often, it gets us into trouble.  Sydney and I have lived together since sophomore year.  I gave up trying to cajole her ass out of bed for a six o’clock run after the first week of us cohabitating when she nearly took my head off with an alarm clock.

      “It’s that time again,” I sing-song obnoxiously, “rise and shine.”

      There’s a grunt and then some shifting from under the blankets that tells me she’s alive.

      When I chant her name repeatedly, each time escalating in volume, she growls, “Get the fuck out!”

      “Awww,” I mock, “that’s so sweet.  I love you, too.”

      Sydney snorts before a hand snakes out from beneath the blankets to give me a one-fingered salute.  Then she grabs a pillow and tosses it in my general vicinity.  It falls about five feet short of its mark.

      I stare at the dismal attempt.  “If you’re trying to cause bodily harm, you’ll have to do better than that.”

      “Piss off.”

      “All right then.”  I shrug.  “See you after class.”  With that, I close the door behind me.

      My farewell is met with another indecipherable mouthful.  If this weren’t something we went through on the daily, I’d worry she was in the midst of a stroke.  Sydney is definitely not a morning person.  She’s more of an early afternoon person.  Another thing I’ve learned over the years?  The action of waking up to a brand-new day is a gradual process.  She’s like a bear rousing prematurely from hibernation.  It’s not a pretty sight.  She’s lucky I don’t take her insults personally.

      I grab my backpack from the small table crammed into the breakfast nook area along with a coffee before heading out the door.  The apartment I share with Sydney is located three blocks from campus, which is highly sought out real estate.  We’re fortunate Dad is friends with the guy who manages the building.  It’s probably one of the only perks of having a father who is a head coach of a college football team.

      You’d think there would be more, but you’d be wrong.  Honestly, being Nick Richard’s daughter is more of a hindrance than anything else.  People assume you receive special treatment on campus, from professors, or that you have an in with all the football players.

      Or worse...

      Much worse.

      After a bunch of ugly—not to mention untrue—rumors circulated freshman year, I’ve done my best to distance myself from the Wildcats football team.  They’re a great bunch of guys, but I don’t need all the ugly gossip and speculation that comes along with being friends with them.

      As I reach Corbin Hall, the mathematics building for my stats class, my gaze is drawn to a clump of students standing around outside the three-story, red-brick building.  In the center of that crowd is Rowan.  I don’t have to see him physically to know that he’s close.  The muscles in my belly contract with awareness.  It’s like a sixth sense.  One I wish would go away.  He’s the last person I want to be cognizant of.

      As I jog up the wide stone stairs to the entrance, my gaze fastens on him.  A smirk twists the edges of his lips, and my eyes narrow before I drag them away and yank open the door to the building.  Relief rushes through me as I step inside the air conditioning and disappear from sight.

      “Hey, Demi, wait up!”

      I turn at the sound of my name before slowing my step.  The dark-haired guy jogging to catch up smiles before falling in line with me.

      Justin Fischer.

      He’s a baseball player and teammates with Sydney’s boyfriend, Ethan.  We’ve been seeing each other for about a month.  It’s still casual at this point.  With school and soccer, I don’t have a ton of time to invest in a relationship.  He seems to understand that and isn’t pushing to be more serious.

      When he leans in for a kiss, I angle my head.  At the last moment, he tilts in the opposite direction, and we end up bumping teeth instead of locking lips.  With a grunt, I pull away and chuckle.  My fingers fly to my mouth to make sure I haven’t chipped a tooth.

      Maybe I’ve been reluctant to admit it to myself, but that kiss sums up our relationship perfectly.

      Awkward and a step out of sync with each other.

      “Sorry,” he murmurs with a slight smile.  I search his face and wait for any telltale sign of sexual chemistry to ping inside me.  Unfortunately, my insides remain completely unfazed, which is disappointing but not altogether unexpected.  I had a sneaking suspicion when we first got together that it might turn out this way.

      “No problem,” I say, hoisting my smile and brushing aside those thoughts.

      “I haven’t seen you for a couple of days,” he remarks as we turn a corner and continue walking.

      “It’s been busy.”  Which isn’t a lie.  School might have recently started, but the academics at Western are rigorous.  And being a Division I athlete is more like a job.  If you’re not ready to put in the work, don’t bother showing up.  There’s no half-assing it around this place.

      “When’s your next game?” he asks.

      “Tomorrow at six.”  My gaze flickers in his direction.  Not that I expect him to come, but...

      Fine, so maybe I do.  If he wants to be my boyfriend, then he needs to show a little support.

      His dark brows draw together.  “That sucks.  I’ve got a mandatory study hour I have to attend.”

      I shrug off the disappointment.  It’s another nail in the coffin of this relationship as far as I’m concerned.  “That’s cool.  It’s not a big deal.”

      “But I’ll see you tonight?”

      Oh.  Right.

      Tonight.

      Well, damn.  In a moment of weakness, I threw out an invitation to join our Wednesday evening dinner.  It’s one I now regret.  If only there were a gracious way to rescind the offer.

      “If you’re busy, I totally understand—”

      “Are you kidding?  No way.”  With a grin, he shakes his head.  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.  I’m looking forward to meeting Coach Richards.”

      Great.  So this is more about my father than me?  Exactly what every girl wants to hear.

      I force a brittle smile.  “Awesome.  He’s excited, too.”

      That might be something of an overstatement.

      Justin nods toward the end of the corridor.  “I better get moving.  Professor Andrews is a real stickler for punctuality.”

      “Yup.  See you later.”

      This time, when he leans in, our lips align perfectly.  The kiss is nothing more than a fleeting caress.  There and gone before I can sink into it.

      And I’m left feeling...absolutely nothing.

      I bury the disappointment where I can’t inspect it too closely before giving him a wave as he takes off.  For a moment, I stand rooted in the hallway and watch as he disappears through the crowd.  There’s nothing to distinguish Justin from the thousands of guys who look exactly like him on campus.  He’s of average height and build with dark hair and espresso-colored eyes.  He’s nice enough.  Although, if I’m completely honest, he’s a little self-absorbed.  He talks about baseball all the time.  If Ethan hadn’t introduced us, he’s not someone I would have looked twice at.  We don’t have a ton in common.

      As much as I hate to admit it, this relationship has probably reached its expiration date.

      Now it’s a matter of pulling the plug.

      Ugh.  I hate breakups.  Although, it’s doubtful this will end up destroying him.  I’ll have to make it through tonight and figure out the rest.

      With a sigh of resignation, I head to the classroom and find a seat tucked away in the far corner of the small lecture hall.  A lanky guy I recognize from a few of my other classes settles beside me.  He flashes a dimpled smile as we empty our backpacks.

      The tiny hair at the nape of my neck rises seconds before Rowan enters the room.  It’s like my body knows when he’s within a thirty-foot radius.  I glance at him from beneath the thick fringe of my lashes before shifting away.  Air becomes wedged in my lungs as I wait for him to take a seat.  And it won’t be next to me because I’m—

      “Hey man, would you mind moving?”

      Surrounded on both sides.

      Damnit.  I’m hoping the cutie next to me will tell Rowan to go take a flying leap.

      What?  It could happen.  Not everyone at this university is enamored of the football-playing god.  Although I realize the odds aren’t stacked in my favor.  Rowan is the most recognized athlete on campus.  People fall all over themselves to accommodate him.

      It’s a little sickening.

      Okay, maybe more than a little.

      “Sure, no problem, Michaels.”  The guy next to me hastily packs up his books before vacating the desk.  Unable to ignore him any longer, I glare as Rowan slides onto the seat next to me.

      “Did you really think you could evade me that easily?”  Laughter brims in his deep voice.  A voice, I might add, that does funny things to my insides.

      “One can always hope, right?”

      “Oh, answering a question with a question.”  He leans closer, eating up some of the much-needed distance between us.  “I like it.”

      I roll my eyes as his lips stretch into a satisfied grin.  Irritation bubbles up inside me when sexual tension blooms at the bottom of my belly.  Or maybe that tension has settled a little lower.

      It’s definitely lower.

      I’m tempted to swear like a sailor.  How is it possible that I feel nothing for the guy I’m actually dating, and yet my pulse skitters out of control for someone I don’t even like?  It’s so freaking ironic.  It’s been this way since we met, and nothing I do stomps it out.  I can try to fool myself into believing it’s not there, but that doesn’t make it any less true.

      It’s a relief when Professor Peters takes his place at the podium and clears his throat.  Once he’s captured everyone’s attention, he delves headfirst into the probability of dependent and independent events.

      Grateful for the excuse to ignore Rowan for the next fifty minutes, I open my textbook and concentrate on the lesson.  Just as the blond boy fades into the background, his bare knee bumps into mine.  Electricity ricochets through my entire being.  I glance at him to see if he’s noticed the strange energy we always seem to generate and find his ocean-colored gaze fastened to mine.

      My guess is that he does.

      Damnation.
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      “All right, folks, I think I’ve imparted enough information on you for one morning.  I can see that your brains are on the verge of exploding.  Please remember that today’s assignment needs to be turned in online by midnight.  Late work will be downgraded fifty percent.”

      A chorus of grumbles and groans follow that announcement.

      Professor Peters lips twitch in amusement.  It’s no secret that he doesn’t give a damn whether students pass or fail this course.  Statistics is a requirement for all health science degrees.  If you don’t understand the material and refuse to seek out help, you’re screwed and doomed to repeat it.  Over and over and over again.  And Professor P is the only instructor who teaches this specific course.

      I’ve heard tales of students having to retake his class three or four times to eke out a passing grade.  That would be seriously soul-sucking.  Luckily, I’ve always been advanced in mathematics and took statistics in high school.  So far, we’re a couple of weeks in, and I haven’t found this class to be a challenge.  I’ve got an A.

      By the time Professor Peters dismisses us for the day, I’ve packed up my belongings and am ready to bolt from the room.  I need to escape from Rowan’s presence.  I was ridiculously aware of him the entire period.

      What makes no sense is that there’s a group of girls in this class who constantly fight for his attention.  If the guy is looking to get laid, he needs to explore other options.  Instead, he ignores them and sits next to me every time.

      It’s maddening.

      Without a word, I haul my backpack onto my shoulder and wiggle past him.  As I make it to the aisle, a puff of relief escapes from my lungs, and I take the carpeted staircase two at a time.  A few people say hello as I fly through the double doors and into the already crowded hallway.  The more space I’m able to put between myself and Rowan, the sooner I can find my equilibrium.  Rowan Michaels has the nasty habit of throwing it off every single time.  I’m unwilling to examine the reason for that.

      The guy is totally annoying.

      Case closed.

      Midway down the corridor, my shoulders loosen from around my ears.  The rest of the day should run smoothly from here on out.  As soon as that thought pops into my head, a muscular arm is thrown around my shoulders, and I’m hauled against a hard body.  A clean fresh scent, which is a strange concoction of sunshine and the ocean, is a dead giveaway as to who has a firm hold on me.  It’s one that is purely Rowan Michaels.

      Damn.

      Damn.

      Damn.

      This guy will seriously be the death of me.  Just like he taunted an hour earlier, I should have realized he wouldn’t let me escape that easily.

      “Hey, you took off before I could ask if you needed a ride to dinner.”

      A kernel of dread fills my belly and I’m not sure why.  It’s not like we’re going out, and we’re certainly not friends.  Not really.  I can barely tolerate the guy.  So, what does it matter if I tell him about Justin joining our threesome tonight?

      I wince.  That just sounded plain wrong.

      I suck my lower lip into my mouth and gnaw on it.  Rowan is going to find out sooner or later, so what does it matter if it turns out to be sooner?  Already I know that he won’t be thrilled with the slight deviation from our normally set plans.

      “That’s not necessary.”  I clear my throat and brace myself for his reaction.  “Justin is going to pick me up.”

      Uncomfortable silence rains down on us as he digests that bit of news.  It goes over exactly the way I suspected.

      Like a lead balloon.

      “Wait a minute,” the smile disappears only to be replaced by a scowl, “you invited Justin to dinner?”

      “Yeah,” I mutter, unwilling to add that it’s an offer I now regret, “I did.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      Good question.  Clearly it was an error in judgment on my part.  But I won’t be admitting that to Rowan.

      “He hasn’t met Dad yet.”  The thought of that occurring makes me queasy.  My father has the tendency to go into over-protective mode, which is precisely why he isn’t introduced to most of the guys I go out with.

      Now I’m having second thoughts.

      More like third and fourth thoughts.

      Unfortunately, the wheels have already been set in motion, and it’s too late to cancel our plans.

      “So...this thing between you two is pretty serious?”  He sounds decidedly unhappy about the predicament.

      I remain silent, reluctant to confess the truth.  It’s none of Rowan’s business who I date.  Just like it’s none of mine who he bangs.  In the three years we’ve been at Western, not once have I heard of Rowan settling down with a girl.  But I’ve heard a shit ton of gossip regarding his sexual conquests.  Every Monday morning, there’s a new set of salacious stories floating around campus.

      That thought makes me as nauseous as introducing Justin to Dad.  Maybe a little more.

      Needing to distance myself from Rowan, I shrug in hopes of dislodging his arm.  It doesn’t work.  If anything, he only tightens his hold.  Most girls would be thrilled by his attention.  They would be burrowing against the solid strength of his chest.  Admittedly, I have to fight my own body’s natural inclination to do exactly that.

      He turns his face until his warm breath can feather across the delicate shell of my ear.  I have to steel myself against the shivers that attempt to skitter down my spine.  “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “I guess so.”  That’s a lie, but since he can’t prove otherwise, I’m sticking to it like my life depends on it.  More like my mental state.

      “Hmmm.  That didn’t sound very convincing.”  His grip intensifies.  “Want to give it another shot?”

      I swivel toward him, not realizing how close we are.  It doesn’t take much to get lost in the various shades of blue that dance in his irises.

      Rowan has gorgeous eyes.

      It’s one of the first features that snagged my attention.  They’re so watchful.  As if he sees everything going on around him and there’s no hiding.  It’s the directness of his examination that makes my insides tremble.  I don’t want him to catch a glimpse of the feelings I’ve buried within.  I don’t want him to realize how much he affects me.  Or how much willpower it takes to fight the magnetic pull I feel toward him.

      As we reach the glass doors that lead into the fresh air, Rowan pushes it open before we move down the short stone staircase.  We don’t make it more than four steps before he’s swarmed by a handful of girls.  As the crowd surges around him, I slip from beneath his arm and hightail it down the pathway that winds through campus.

      “Demi,” his deep voice resonates over the chatter of voices.

      Unable to stop myself, I glance back until our gazes collide.  A surge of unwanted jealousy gnaws at my insides as jersey chasers paw at him like he’s a piece of fresh meat thrown into a den of starving lions.  It’s equal measures aggravating and disturbing that he’s the only one able to make my pulse race in this manner.  This campus has tens of thousands of people on it.  There has to be at least one other guy who can provoke the same kind of reaction from me.

      I just need to find him.  Then I can stop thinking about the blond quarterback.

      “I’ll see you tonight.”

      I gulp.

      Why does that sound more like a threat than anything else?

      Not bothering to answer, I force my gaze away before fleeing from the vicinity like the hounds of hell are nipping at my heels.  It’s only when I’m a block away that I’m able to once again find my equilibrium.  The only way I’ll make it through the rest of the day is to force all thoughts of Rowan from my head.

      Unfortunately, that’s easier said than done.
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      A couple of hours later, I shove the key in the lock and push open the apartment door.  Even before it swings wide, loud voices assult my ears.  Honestly, if I didn’t need to stop at home before practice, I would carefully back away.

      “That’s not what I said,” Ethan grumbles.  “You’re putting words in my mouth again.”

      “Ha!” Sydney snaps.  “Do you think I’m deaf?”

      Uh-oh.

      If Ethan has any sense, he’ll proceed with extreme caution when answering that question.  Kind of like a bomb tech handling explosives that could detonate at any second.

      Ugh.  My guess is that Ethan and Sydney are at it again.  They’ve only been dating for four months, and I’ve already lost track of how many times they’ve broken up and gotten back together again.  I was over their drama after the first few times it happened.  It’s a vicious cycle that neither seem willing to pull the trigger on.  Hell, I’d be more than happy to end it for them if they’d let me.  They need to go their separate ways and never look in each other’s direction again.

      Individually, they’re both great people.  I love them.

      As a couple?

      They are a total nightmare.

      “You know what?  Forget this,” Ethan yells, not bothering to answer her question which is probably the shrewdest move he could make.  “I’m out of here!  Call me when you calm down, and we’re able to have a civil conversation!”

      I peek around the doorframe before reluctantly inching my way inside.  I’m just in time to see Sydney rear back as if she’s been slapped.

      Her fists settle on her hips.  “Excuse me?  Are you implying I can’t hold a civil conversation?”  From where I loiter in the tiny entryway, I’m able to see the sparks of anger that flash in her vibrant, grass-colored eyes.

      The last thing I want is to be pulled into another one of their arguments.  Been there, done that way too many times to count.

      Ethan plows a hand through his short blond hair before his shoulders slump.  “I’m gonna go.  We’ll talk later when we’ve both calmed down.”

      Instead of waiting for a response, he stalks toward the door, passing me on the way out.  I give him a tentative smile in greeting.

      “Hey, Demi,” he mumbles before closing the door behind him.

      “Bye.”  By the time I raise my hand to wave, he’s gone, already disappearing into the hallway.  I turn toward my friend.  “Um—”

      “Yes, we broke up,” she snaps before I can ask.

      “I’m sorry?”  It’s more of a question at this point.  From one day to the next, I’m never sure if these two are a couple or not.  It’s exhausting, and it’s not even my relationship.  I’m a spectator—or maybe hostage would be a more accurate term—sitting on the sidelines, trying not to be hit by friendly fire.

      My bestie rolls her eyes before throwing herself onto the couch in our living room.  “I think we’re really over this time.”

      Sure...whatever you say, crazy.

      Sydney says this every time they have a fight.  After a few days of separation, they somehow find their way back to one another.  Kind of like a guard and an escaped prisoner with a tracking device.  It’s maddening.  They can’t be together, and yet, they can’t be apart.  I have no idea what they’ll do, and I’ve stopped doling out unsolicited advice that goes unheeded.

      I’ve come to the disturbing conclusion that the two of them are gluttons for punishment.

      How else do you explain the constant drama?

      “What happened this time?”  The question pops out of my mouth before I can rein it in again.  My backpack is set on the table before I plop down on the chair and settle in across from her.  We’ve got roughly thirty minutes before practice.  Their fight probably lasted ten minutes tops, but the dissection of it will take four times that long.

      Sydney wrinkles her nose as she squints at the ceiling.  “You know what?  I don’t even remember what started it.”

      Not surprising.

      “I just know he doesn’t get me,” she continues.

      “Then maybe this breakup is for the best,” I say gently, hoping the remainder of senior year doesn’t follow the same pattern that has already been set.  If so, I might end up moving home, and I really don’t want to do that.  As much as I love my dad, we need our own space.

      “Maybe.  We’ll see.”  Sydney rolls onto her belly and rests her chin on clasped hands before waggling her brows at me.  “So...dinner with daddy tonight, huh?”

      “Ewww!”  I scrunch my face at her wordage.  “That’s gross.  Rephrase, please.”

      “What’s wrong?”  She grins as her shoulders shake with unconcealed mirth.  “You didn’t like that?”

      “God, no.  In fact, I just threw up a little bit in my mouth.”  I’m not kidding either.  Every once in a while, Sydney likes to torment me by talking about how good looking my father is.  When that happens, I go into self-protective mode and tune out the conversation.  I suspect she does it more to rile me up than anything else.  At least, I hope that’s the reason.

      “I can’t believe you’re bringing Justin to dinner.  It hasn’t even been that long.  I can’t remember the last guy you brought home to meet Coach.”  She eyes me speculatively.  “You must really like him.”

      I bite my lower lip and shake my head.

      Her brows skyrocket.  “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t understand.”  She pauses for a beat.  “Why did you invite him to dinner if you’re not into the guy?”

      It’s an excellent question.  One I don’t have an answer for.  I give her the best response I’ve got.  Even if it doesn’t make sense.  “In the moment, it felt right.  But now?  Not so much.”

      “Well, that’ll be uncomfortable.  I can just imagine it—Coach, Rowan, Justin, and you.  All sitting around the dinner table getting to know one another.”

      Ugh.  She’s right.

      “That sounds horrific.”  I slump on the chair, dreading the evening ahead before perking up enough to ask, “Hey!  Want to come and help run interference?  You’ll get a hot meal out of it.”

      “Hell, no.  I’ve had your dad’s cooking enough times to know that it’s not worth the price of admission,” she says with a laugh.  “Sorry, you’re on your own with that one.”

      “Bitch,” I mutter.

      Her shoulders shake with undisguised amusement as she steers us back to the original topic.  “What happened to change your mind about Justin?  I thought everything was going well.”

      I shrug, unwilling to tell her that the one guy who makes my heart beat into overdrive isn’t necessarily the one I’m going out with.  There is nothing about Justin that makes me want to know him on a deeper level.  And that’s a problem.

      “Oh, come on, there must be something.”

      My gaze shifts to the picture window that overlooks the tree-filled courtyard.  “I thought it might take some time to feel a spark, but so far, it hasn’t happened, and after a month, I’ve lost hope that it will.”

      “You know better than that.  Sparks are instantaneous.  They’re either there or they aren’t.”  Still sprawled on her belly, Sydney swings her bare legs back and forth.

      Reluctantly, I acknowledge she’s spot-on with her assessment.  Even the memory of Rowan throwing his arm around my shoulders and hauling me close is enough to make my pulse skitter out of control.  Not wanting to dwell on it, I shove those thoughts away before they can infect my brain like a deadly virus.  I’ve got enough to deal with tonight.  The last thing I need is to invite more complications.

      And Rowan is nothing if not a complication.

      One I can’t afford.
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      Justin parks his Honda Civic in front of the two-story brick residence I spent my childhood in.  After the divorce, Dad considered downsizing, since it was only the two of us, but I begged him not to.  There’s something comforting about the knowledge that you can go back to the house you grew up in.  Even though my parents are no longer together, and the divorce was hard on all of us, our home was a happy one, and I have a ton of fond memories.  Plus, I love the rectangle-shaped pool in the backyard.  It’s always nice to pop over in the summer and take a dip after soccer practice.

      Justin reaches over and lays his fingers across mine.  I wait for a little buzz of sensation.  Any indication that will sway me into giving him one last shot.  Other than the slight clamminess from his perspiring hand, there’s nothing.  “You ready to do this?”

      Nope, not at all.  Instead of admitting that I’ve made an epic mistake, I nod and hoist my smile.

      After he releases my hand and exits the vehicle, I swipe my palm across my thigh before giving myself a quick pep talk and doing the same.  As we meet on the sidewalk, I smooth down the navy-colored shorts I’ve paired with a cap sleeved white floral wrap top.

      Butterflies wing their way to life within the confines of my belly.  The nervousness crashing around inside me is ridiculous.  This isn’t the first boy I’ve brought home and introduced to my father.  Although, admittedly, it’s been a while.  Most of the guys I’ve gone out with get irritated when I’m not available to hang out at their whim.  If they are athletes, then their schedule is as jam-packed as mine, and the relationship ends up fizzling out on its own.

      Sometimes it feels like a lose-lose situation.

      “You look seriously hot,” Justin says, interrupting the whirl of my thoughts.

      “Thanks.”  I glance at my outfit.  What I’m wearing isn’t dressy, it’s just not my usual athletic shorts paired with a T-shirt.

      He gives me a wink and a grin before clasping my hand again.  I wince as his damp palm comes in contact with my skin and resist the urge to tug it away.  Hand in hand, we walk up the brick path to the front door.  I rap my knuckles against the wood before pushing it open and stepping inside the entryway.  As I glance around, my gaze lands on Dad and Rowan.  They’re sitting on the couch, heads bent together as Dad draws out plays on the whiteboard.

      I almost roll my eyes.  There is never a time when these two aren’t talking football.

      Dad glances up.  “Hey, honey!”  When I raise my brows, a sheepish smile breaks out across his face, and he tosses the dry erase marker onto the coffee table before rising to his feet.  “Just squeezing in a little chalk talk.”

      And this would be exhibit A as to why Mom walked out five years ago and never looked back.  As much as I love my father, I can’t blame her for wanting to be with a man who was capable of leaving his work at the office.  Or, in my dad’s case, on the football field.

      My father’s gaze slides from mine to the guy at my side before he steps forward and extends a hand to shake.  “Nice to meet you, Justin.  Demi’s told me a lot about you.”

      Actually, I’ve been very tight-lipped about our relationship.  In all honesty, there hasn’t been much to say.  And after tonight, there will be even less.

      From the corner of my eye, Rowan rises to his feet before making his way over to us.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, sir.  Thanks for inviting me to dinner.”

      “We’re happy to have you.”  Dad lays a hand on Rowan’s shoulder as if he’s the proud papa.  “I’m sure you already know who this guy is.”

      You would have to live under a rock not to realize who Rowan is, and even then, if you had access to the internet, you’d probably still recognize him.  At Western, he’s treated like a celebrity with all the perks that come with his fame.  There are huge posters of him plastered everywhere on campus.  You can’t go anywhere without seeing his handsome face.

      I mean ugly mug.

      “Of course.”  Justin extends a hand to Rowan.  “Good to see you, man.”

      The blond football player gives him a chin lift in acknowledgment.

      I can’t help but compare the two as they stand next to one another.  Even though Justin is four or five inches taller than I am, he’s still a handful of inches shorter than Rowan.  And where Rowan has thick, chiseled muscles, Justin is leaner.  Almost boyish.

      Wait a minute...what the hell am I doing?

      The moment I realize that I’m comparing them, I shove those disturbing thoughts from my brain.  There’s no reason to do that.  And I don’t even want to acknowledge that Justin has come up sadly lacking in the evaluation.

      Ugh.  This evening can’t be over with quickly enough.

      “Dinner should be ready in about twenty minutes,” Dad says, surprising me when he throws an arm around Justin’s shoulders.  “I was thinking the two of us could have a little chat in the study and get to know one another better.  What do you say, buddy?”

      Buddy?

      That doesn’t bode well.

      “Oh.”  Unease flickers across Justin’s face before his gaze settles on mine.  I get the feeling he’s looking for me to throw him a lifeline.  “Um, sure.”

      “Is that really necessary?” I ask with a scowl.

      “Of course it is, sweetie.  I want to make sure Justin has the right intentions as far as my little girl is concerned.”

      How is it possible this situation went from bad to worse in two seconds flat?

      “Dad...” I groan.  “If I’d known you were going to give Justin the third degree, I wouldn’t have brought him to dinner.”

      “I guess you’ll know better next time.”  He chuckles before slapping Justin on the back.  The dark-haired baseball player stumbles forward before quickly righting himself.  “Calm down, I’m kidding.  I have no intention of hurting the boy.”  There’s a pause.  “Yet.”

      Silence descends before Dad barks out another laugh.  “I’m joking!  Sheesh.  Everyone is so serious.  There’s no reason for concern.”  The smile drops off his face as he narrows his eyes at the baseball player.  “There’s no reason to be concerned, is there, Justin?”

      Justin shakes his head.  “No, sir.”

      “Good.”

      This was a mistake.

      Before I can offer up a protest, Dad steers my date from the living room into the study, sealing them inside his home office.  I jump when the lock clicks into place and gape at the closed door for about twenty seconds.  I’m tempted to stalk over and bang on the wood until Dad opens it so I can drag Justin out again.

      I never should have brought him home.  This will definitely be the last time it happens.  The only guy Dad doesn’t mind having around is—

      I glance at the tall boy with the long blond hair.

      Boy is probably the wrong term to use as a descriptor.  Rowan Michaels is definitely all man.

      Please tell me I didn’t just think that.

      Guilty.

      Oh, so guilty.

      “So,” he says, stuffing his hands deep inside the pockets of his khaki shorts.

      I clear my throat, unable to rip my gaze from his.  I’m caught in the crosshairs of those ocean blue depths.  It’s disconcerting.  “So.”

      He points to the couch.  “Want to sit down?”

      My brow furrows as I throw another concerned glance toward the study.  “I guess.”  Hesitantly I move toward the well-worn tan microfiber couch that has seen better days before settling gingerly at one end.  Instead of sitting at the opposite side, so there’s a fair amount of distance between us, Rowan drops down next to me.  He’s so close that his thigh grazes mine.  A little zing of unwanted attraction scampers down my spine, and I grit my teeth in a feeble attempt to ignore the sensation.

      Over the years, I’ve made it a point to never be alone with Rowan.  Now that I am, I have no idea what to do.  I search my brain for something to say, but it comes up empty.  The silence that stretches only ratchets up my nerves.

      It’s almost a relief when he says, “Big game tomorrow, huh?”

      Whatever you do, don’t look at him.

      Even though I tell myself to resist the temptation, it’s like an involuntary reflex.  Staring at Rowan feels suspiciously like gazing at the sun.  It’s dangerous to my health.  Any moment, my retinas will turn to dust.

      “Yup.”  I fiddle nervously with the hem of my shorts, wishing they stretched further down my legs.  “UNC.”

      “I’ve watched a little bit of game film,” he throws out casually.  “Lookout for number fifty-five, and you’ll do fine.”

      My eyes widen before flicking to his.  “You watched game film?”

      Of soccer?

      Why would he do that?

      His admission sends a cascade of warmth flooding through me.  It takes everything I have inside to stomp it out.

      He shrugs, and his muscles dance beneath his T-shirt.  “I had a little time between classes, and I was curious to see what UNC looked like this season.”

      I...have no response to that.

      “One of their midfielders, number thirty-one, is out with an injury.”

      Ummm...yeah, I know.  Coach and I had a lengthy discussion about it this afternoon.  I just never expected him to realize it, too.  I blink and attempt to regain my equilibrium.  At every turn, Rowan manages to throw me off-balance.  He shifts, stretching his arm across the back of the couch.  When the tips of his fingers brush against my shoulder, it sends a thousand tiny shivers scurrying across my flesh.

      What the hell is going on here?

      Why is my body reacting like this?

      “It won’t be an easy win,” he continues, as if unaware of the anxiety spiking through me, “but I think you guys will pull it off in the end if you play with an offensive strategy in mind.”

      Soccer.

      Right.

      We’re discussing soccer.  Tomorrow’s game, to be specific.

      Focus, Demi!

      I blink, attempting to rein in all the strange, out of control feelings he stirs up inside me.

      Nope.  I can’t do it.  I can’t sit here and nonchalantly shoot the shit with Rowan.  He makes me nervous.  Twitchy.  I have a difficult time concentrating when he’s this close.  More than anything, I don’t want to feel this way about him.

      Before I realize it, I’m popping off the couch like a Jack-in-the-Box and jumping to my feet.  “I need something to drink.”  That being said, I race out of the living room like my ass is on fire.  “Want anything?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      I don’t have to turn around to realize there’s a smile lighting up his face as I haul ass to the kitchen.  Once there, I exhale and attempt to collect myself.

      This is ridiculous.

      I am not attracted to Rowan.

      I don’t even like the guy!

      What?

      It’s true, I don’t!

      My nerves are jangled because Dad has sequestered Justin in the study, and I can only imagine the kind of grilling that is taking place.  I rub my temples and suppress the groan fighting to break free.  I really hope he hasn’t opened the safe and brought out his rifle in an attempt to scare Justin.

      He did that once before.  Other than my father, no one else found it the least bit amusing.

      It takes a few minutes to lock down all of the emotions rushing around inside me.  If Dad isn’t out of the office in approximately three minutes, I’m storming the room and busting Justin out.  With a firm game plan in mind, everything inside me settles as I yank open the refrigerator door and grab a bottle of water before slamming it shut again.

      I spin around, only to find Rowan standing a foot away.  A squeak of surprise escapes from me.  He’s so close that one step would have me bumping into the wide expanse of his chest.  The plastic water bottle gets bumbled, falling to the hardwood at my feet before rolling away.

      Rowan doesn’t release my gaze as he drops to the floor.  I’m held spellbound as he reaches out and grabs the bottle before straightening to his full height.  Only then does he hold it out for me to take.

      When I remain frozen in place, he smiles.  “I changed my mind about that drink.”

      The deep scrape of his voice jostles me from my paralysis, and I reach out, nipping the plastic from him before stumbling in retreat.  It’s only a step before my back hits the stainless-steel door.  Electricity crackles in the air as he moves closer, invading my personal space until his warm exhalation is able to feather across my lips.  I flatten against the fridge as my heart pumps painfully.

      His gaze holds mine captive as he yanks open one of the doors.  His forearm brushes against me as he reaches inside and grabs a water.  His chest is so close that I feel the suffocating heat wafting off him.  Once the bottle is wrapped in his fingers, he closes the door but doesn’t back away.  He continues to crowd me.  When my tongue darts out to moisten my lips, his attention drops to the movement.  The black of his pupils dilate, and a punch of arousal hits me.

      For a sliver of a moment, I wonder if he’ll close the distance and kiss me.  Only now am I willing to acknowledge how much I want to feel the soft pressure of his lips coasting over mine.  Maybe I’ve always wanted it.  This isn’t something I’ve ever allowed myself to admit.  Not even privately.

      Especially privately.

      Everything in me becomes whipcord tight as I wait for what will happen next.  It’s the opening of the study door that shatters the tension-filled silence that has fallen over us and knocks me out of the thick Rowan-induced haze.

      Holy crap!

      The air escapes from my lungs in a rush as I duck beneath his arm and flee to the safety of the living room where Dad waits with Justin.  My gaze arrows to the dark-haired boy, and I feel—

      Nothing.

      It’s disappointing but not surprising.  It only solidifies my decision to pull the plug on this relationship sooner rather than later.  From the corner of my eye, I notice the smirk on Rowan’s face.  It’s like the bastard knows exactly what I’m thinking and couldn’t agree more.

      My shoulders collapse.

      There’s only one thing I know for certain and that’s tonight will be a long-ass night.
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      Can you stop by the office when you get a chance?

      I glance at the text from Dad before pocketing my cell phone as I head from my last class for the afternoon and onto the cement walkway that winds through campus.  It’s three o’clock, and I need to go home, grab something to eat, and get my butt to the field.

      Lucky for Dad, I pass by the stadium on my way home.  Less than ten minutes later, I’m strolling down the corridor.  One left and then a right turn brings me to the guy’s locker room where Dad’s office is located.  The moment I pull open the door, boisterous male voices greet my ears.  That might deter some girls from stepping inside, but not me.  A quick scan of the interior solidifies my suspicion that the team has just finished up practice.  There are guys in various states of undress.  Some already have underwear on while others have small white towels draped around their waists.  I catch sight of a few naked ass cheeks before jerking my gaze straight ahead.

      “Hey, Demi!” a few guys call out, unconcerned with their nudity.  That just goes to show you the difference between males and females.  Most girls I know wouldn’t willingly parade around in front of the opposite sex.

      I throw up my hand in a quick wave, not bothering to glance in their direction.  I’ve been in the locker room dozens of times.  It’s not really a big deal.  I’ve known these guys since freshman year, so most of the players see me as one of the boys.

      Coach’s daughter.

      As I move past another set of lockers, that telltale tingle of awareness scampers down my spine.  There’s only one person capable of instilling that kind of sensation in me.  I don’t have to glance over to confirm my suspicions.

      Although that doesn’t stop my eyes from snapping in his direction.  What I find is the blond quarterback lounging in front of his locker with a small towel wrapped across lean hips.  His attention fastens on me, and I feel the connection straight down to my toes.  Almost as if it’s a physical caress.  Before I can stop myself, my gaze dips to his bare chest.

      Damn.

      Why does he have to be so gorgeous?

      The sculpted, sinewy strength that stands out in sharp relief is enough to make my mouth turn cottony.  How is it possible that his muscles have muscles?

      All of the raucous laughter falls away as my focus drifts from perfect pectorals to tight washboard abdominals.  It’s like I’m having my own not-so-private moment with him.  Even though I’m wearing shorts and a thin cotton T-shirt, my body is seconds away from bursting into flames.  I’m tempted to pick up the collar of my shirt and pull it away from my chest in an attempt to cool myself.

      My attention sinks to the towel, and I narrow my eyes, wishing for the first time in my life I had X-ray vision.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Mortified by my shameless perusal, I rip my gaze away and race into my father’s office before slamming the door and collapsing against it.  My inhalations turn labored as I squeeze my eyes shut in an attempt to banish the nearly naked image of Rowan from my mind.

      It doesn’t work.  The last minute has been singed into my memory for all eternity.  And my panties...yeah, they are embarrassingly damp.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Dad says, knocking me out of those disturbing thoughts.

      My eyelids fly open, locking on him.  Thank God he can’t see the X-rated images rolling through my head.  The man would have a heart attack if he realized I was sexually attracted to his star quarterback.

      We’ve always been more like siblings who barely tolerate one another.  All right, so maybe that’s not a hundred percent true.  I’m the one with a problem, not the other way around.  Rowan doesn’t seem to have an issue with me.

      It would be so much better if he did.

      It takes everything I have inside to shove those thoughts away and paste a smile on my face.  “Hey, Dad.”

      “Thanks for stopping by on such short notice.”  He shuffles around a few documents on a desk exploding with paperwork.  He tells me there is a method to his madness.  I think he’s full of crap.  He grabs the remote from a drawer and clicks off the game film he’s been watching.  The man must pour over a hundred hours of film each week.  He’s obsessed.  It’s what makes him one of the best coaches in Division I football.  It’s also what makes him a terrible husband, which is precisely why he’s still single after being divorced for five years.  Mom is now happily married to a man who caters to her every whim.

      “It wasn’t a problem.  I’ve got a couple of hours before the game.”

      “Yup,” he sits back on his swivel chair and folds his hands behind his head, “I’ll be there.  Should be a good one.”

      A fresh wave of nerves slide through me.  I always get ramped up before a match, especially when we’re playing UNC.  They are a Division I powerhouse who have had a number of players turn pro.  Playing for a professional women’s team has been my goal since I was a little girl.  With scouts in the stands, there’s a lot riding on today’s game.  As soon as that thought enters my mind, I shove it away.  If I focus on it, I’ll end up psyching myself out.  And I can’t allow the pressure to get to me.

      “You’ll be great,” Dad says, voice filled with conviction as if sensing my sudden burst of anxiety.

      “Thanks.”  I’ve done everything possible to prepare myself for this evening’s match.  Now I just have to get out there and let instinct take over.  “Why did you want to see me?”

      “Right!”  He drops his arms and sits forward, closing the distance between us as he sifts through a small mountain of paper before opening up a manilla folder and glancing at the top sheet.  “I know you’ve got a lot going on this semester, but would you have time to work with one of the players?”

      “For which class?”  In the three years I’ve been at Western, I’ve tutored half a dozen guys.  I’m a four-point student, academics have always come easy to me.

      “Statistics.”

      A prickle of unease flares to life in the pit of my belly as I push away from the door and slide onto the chair parked in front of his desk before dropping my backpack to the linoleum tiled floor.

      Before I can respond, he quickly adds, “It would only be a couple hours a week for about a month or so.  Just enough time to make sure he is over the hump.  And you’re so good at math...”

      Dad wouldn’t ask unless it was absolutely necessary.  While I don’t have a ton of extra time, carving out a few hours a week shouldn’t be a hassle.  “Sure, I can probably work something out.”

      “Great!”  A relieved smile breaks out across his face.  “You know what it’s like trying to find someone who is actually interested in tutoring rather than talking football.”

      It’s not the talking football that turns out to be the problem.  It’s the girls who are interested in hooking up with a football player and then trying to turn it into a bona fide relationship.  It’s an occupational hazard that comes with being an athlete at a school obsessed with everything football.  And that certainly won’t help with eligibility requirements.

      I grab my backpack from the floor and rise to my feet, ready to take off.

      “Hey,” he says, “I really enjoyed meeting Jackson last night.”

      I narrow my eyes and wonder if the name slip is purposeful.  “It’s Justin.”

      “Right.”  He points a finger at me.  “Justin.  Anyway, I really enjoyed meeting him.  Seemed like a nice guy.  You should bring him around more often.”

      “Really?”  My forehead furrows.  This...isn’t what I was expecting to hear from him.  Normally, when I introduce Dad to a potential boyfriend, he nitpicks, finding something not to like about the guy.

      I’m not going to lie, I’m a little thrown off by his easy-going demeanor.

      With a grin, he lounges back in his chair again.  “Yup.  I really enjoyed our chat in the study.”

      “You did?”  With a frown, I drop my chin and search his face for any indication that he’s messing with me.

      “Sure.”  Innocence enters his dark eyes.  “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Hmmm.  Something feels off about this conversation.  “I don’t know.  Normally you don’t like the guys I introduce you to.”  Which is precisely why I don’t do it unless I’m certain they’ll be around long-term.  Most of the time, it’s not worth the hassle.

      Last night’s dinner went well enough.  On the surface, everyone got along fine.  It was the undercurrents that almost suffocated me.  Specifically, with Rowan.  Even though I refused to make eye contact after what transpired in the kitchen, I could feel his gaze crawling over me the entire evening.  It was a relief when eight o’clock rolled around, and we got the hell out of there.

      “Will Jasper be at the game tonight?”

      “Justin,” I correct automatically, blinking out of those thoughts and shifting my weight.  “I don’t think so.  He has a mandatory study hall for baseball.”

      Dad shrugs before adding pleasantly, “That’s too bad.  But don’t worry, Rowan and I will be there to cheer you on.  On the off-chance Justin shows up, he can sit with us, and we can pick up where we left off last night.”

      All right, it’s official.  The man is seriously frightening me.  As I stare, trying to figure out what game he’s playing at, a grin stretches across his face.  Yup, he’s definitely enjoying this.

      “What?  Is it a crime to want to get to know the guy my daughter is dating?”

      Possibly.

      Ugh.  I should probably give him a status update so he can knockoff this weird behavior.  It’s a little freaky.  I’d thought it would be better to have that discussion with Justin before I tell my father.  And since I didn’t want to slide into the car and have that uncomfortable convo on the way back to campus last night, I kept my mouth shut.  It’s also not something I’m going to delve into before my game.  So...tomorrow.  I’m going to end it with Justin tomorrow.  There’s no point in letting this relationship limp along when my feelings aren’t there.

      “You can stop pretending to be so nice,” I finally grumble.  “I don’t think it’s going to work out with Justin.”

      He straightens in the chair as his lips tug down at the corners.  “What?  Are you serious?”  Before I can verify the information, the frown disappears, and he’s throwing his arms in the air.  “Oh well, that’s a shame.”

      Please...I am totally on to him.  “Uh-huh.  You seem heartbroken by the news.”

      “Trust me, I am.”  He taps his chest.  “On the inside, where you can’t see it.”

      With a shake of my head, I readjust the strap of my backpack on my shoulder and head to the office door.  As I reach for the handle, it occurs to me that Dad never mentioned which player is in need of tutoring.  I pause and glance over my shoulder.  “Who needs help with stats?”

      There’s a beat of silence.

      “Rowan.”

      And just like that, my belly goes into freefall, dropping to my toes where it settles.

      When I remain silent, he continues, “Row mentioned that you two are in the same class.  I figured that would make it easier.”

      Easier for who?

      Certainly not me.

      FML.
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      From the corner of my eye, I watch Coach’s closed office door.  Barely do I hear the guy next to me yapping my ear off.  Every once in a while, I grunt to let him know I’m paying attention even though I have no idea what he’s talking about.  More than that, I don’t care.

      What the hell is Demi doing sauntering into the locker room?  She doesn’t belong in here with a bunch of half-naked guys.  Anger slides through me as I take in the scene.  Some of them are full-on naked, standing around with their junk hanging out for all to see.

      For fuck’s sake, she doesn’t need to be looking at that.

      “Dude, are you even listening to me?”

      The question snaps me out of my Demi-filled thoughts, and I reluctantly drag my gaze to Brayden Kendricks.  This is our fourth year playing together.  He’s the best wide receiver the Wildcats have.  Like me, he’s a senior who will enter the draft come the spring.  He’ll leave a huge gaping hole in the program when he graduates.

      “Yeah, I heard you.”

      He crosses his arms against his chest and jerks a brow.  “Really?  What did I say?”

      Busted.

      I drag a hand through my hair in annoyance and jerk my shoulders.  “Dunno.”

      He flicks a glance toward Coach’s office.  “Does your distractibility have anything to do with a certain dark-haired soccer player?”

      Fuck.

      I don’t make a habit of talking about my feelings for Demi.  It’s something I avoid at all costs.  Although, I shouldn’t be too surprised that Bray has figured me out.  He’s an astute dude.  It’s what makes him so damn good at his position.

      Well, there’s two ways I can tackle this situation.  I can man up and come clean or—

      “Nope.”

      Deny.

      Deny.

      Deny.

      He snorts before grabbing a T-shirt from his locker and dragging it over his head.  “Whatever you say, man.”

      The door to the inner sanctum opens and out walks the girl we’ve been discussing.

      “Speak of the devil,” he murmurs, smile simmering in his voice.

      If it were possible to force my attention away from her, I’d shoot him a death stare.

      “Hey, Demi,” Brayden yells in order to be heard over the raucous noise inside the locker room.  When she glances in his direction, he adds, “Good luck with your game tonight.”

      Her expression softens as she smiles.  “Thanks.”

      When I remain silent, Brayden clears his throat.  “Is there anything you want to say, Rowan?”  A shit-eating grin spreads across his face.  Barely is he able to suppress the laughter attempting to break loose.

      Her gaze skitters to mine, and I feel the intensity of her dark depths like a punch to the gut.  Getting sacked by a defensive tackle doesn’t addle my brain nearly as much as being in her presence.  It’s as if everything around us falls away before she rips her gaze from mine and hastens her pace, silently disappearing from sight.

      “Wow, that was a super smooth move, Casanova.  Your rep as a player has clearly been well earned.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I grunt before scowling.

      “You might have a thing for her, but she definitely wants nothing to do with you.”

      Tell me something I don’t know.

      “You have to admit, it’s an ironic situation.”  My glower doesn’t stop him from continuing to share his thoughts.  “You can have any girl you want on campus with the exception of that one.”  He spears a finger at the spot where Demi last stood.

      Again...tell me something I don’t know.

      “Plus, I can’t imagine Coach would be cool with you sniffing anywhere around her.”

      Precisely the reason I haven’t made a move in her direction.

      “Damn, but that girl is fine!” a freshman yells, interrupting our one-sided conversation.

      “Yeah, I’d sure love to get my hands on that,” another bonehead chimes in from the other side of the wide space.

      “When the hell did she grow up so nice?”  Arron McKinley shouts.

      Unable to listen to another word, I snap, “Shut the fuck up!”  Silence descends.  “That’s Coach’s daughter you’re talking about!”

      Arron grins before holding up his hands in a gesture of surrender.  “What?  I’m just stating the obvious.”  He glances around as if expecting the others to chime in and agree with him.  Most are smart enough to keep their traps shut.  “We’re all thinking the same thing.”

      “Well, don’t,” I growl.  “Have a little fucking respect.”

      I’m about to lay into a couple of the younger guys when Coach opens the door to his office and hollers, “Michaels, see me before you leave.”

      With one last glare around the room, I grab a T-shirt from inside my locker and yank it on.  The blood rushes through my veins and pounds in my ears.  I don’t like these guys looking in Demi’s direction, much less talking about her.  The whole thing pisses me off.  They better not let me hear them spouting off like that again, or I’ll be cracking some skulls together.  I don’t care if we’re on the same team or not.

      “Uh-oh, looks like someone caught wind of the little crush you got going on,” Brayden snickers like the asswipe he is.

      I certainly hope not.  Coach wouldn’t be pleased about my interest in his daughter.

      Instead of responding to the taunt, I give him the finger.  Brayden flashes me a grin before hauling the athletic shorts up his thighs and snapping the elastic band around his waist.

      A knot of tension settles in the pit of my gut as I make the walk to the office.  I hesitate outside the door for a moment before rapping my knuckles against the frosted glass and popping my head inside.  “Hey Coach, you wanted to see me?”

      Air gets trapped in my lungs as the older man glances up from the shit pile of paperwork on his metal desk.  He waves me in, pointing to the chair on the opposite side of him.  “Yeah, have a seat.  This’ll only take a moment.”

      Well, fuck.

      Maybe Brayden was right, and Coach has finally figured me out.  Since the very beginning, I’ve done my best to cover up my feelings when the three of us are together.  I can’t imagine what Demi’s father would do if he discovered my dirty little secret.  Probably boot my ass right off the team.  He would stop inviting me over for Wednesday night dinners and letting me hang around like I’m part of the family.  I don’t think I could stand that.  It’s not only about my need to be close to Demi but because of Nick Richards.  The man is like a father figure to me.  More so than the sperm donor who spawned me.

      “Yeah, Coach?”  I slide tentatively onto the chair.

      He glances up after studying the manilla folder in his hand.  “Your statistics grade is slipping.  I spoke with Professor Peters this afternoon, and you’re clinging to a C-.”

      My shoulders loosen in relief.  I should have realized that was the issue.  Stats is a massive pain in my ass.  I have no problem wrapping my head around most of my classes.  That one, for whatever reason, evades me.  All Professor P has to do is lecture about quantitative data, inferential statistics, and parameters, and I go a little lightheaded.  It’s like he’s talking in a foreign tongue.  If I could avoid the damn class altogether, I would gladly do so.

      Unfortunately, it’s a requirement for my major.  Some guys in my position might skip it and not bother to finish out their degree but I’ve come this far; I’m sure as shit not going to let a statistics class stand in the way of being the first in my family to graduate from college.  I’ll need something solid to fall back on if the NFL doesn’t work out long-term.

      I’m sure that Demi’s presence in the same section doesn’t help matters either.  I have a difficult time concentrating on Professor Peters and his monotone lectures when she’s seated next to me.  Especially when the scent of her floral shampoo teases my senses.  It’s all I can do to stop myself from scooting closer and inhaling a giant lungful of her.  If I weren’t so masochistic, I’d sit my ass elsewhere.  But that isn’t going to happen.

      I’ve seen the way some of the other guys eye her up in class like she’s a juicy steak they want to sink their teeth into.  Sitting next to her every class period is my way of staking my claim.  Maybe she doesn’t realize what I’m doing, but yeah...that’s exactly what I’m doing.  I’ll be damned if some other dude hits on her right in front of my face.

      I can’t imagine Demi would be overly thrilled if she realized my intentions.

      From what I can tell, I rub her the wrong way.  It’s been like that ever since I met her the summer before freshman year of high school.  I’ve never seen any girl go to such great lengths to avoid coming in contact with me.  It would be funny if it weren’t so damn sad.  She’s friendly enough with most the other guys on the team, but with me, she’s always careful to maintain a distance.  Like I’m a leper fresh from the colony.  I can’t get most of the girls on this campus to leave me alone and yet, like Brayden said, she won’t give me the time of day.

      As much as I hate talking about stats, I’d rather discuss that than the hard-on I sport anytime his daughter is near.  I drag a hand through my damp hair and shove it out of my eyes before shifting on the chair.  Even thinking about her is enough to give me wood.  “Yeah, I need to put a little more time into that class.  The last quiz didn’t go so well.”

      That’s an understatement.

      Homework is the only thing saving my ass right now.

      And it’s not by much.

      Coach shakes his head and points to my hair.  “You got a real mop going on there, Michaels.  Maybe you should consider cutting it.”  A smile tugs at the corners of his lips.  “I got a razor around here somewhere.  I’d be more than happy to buzz it off right now.  All you have to do is say the word.”

      The familiar conversation settles something inside me, and I smile.  “Nah.  If I cut the hair, I’ll lose all my power.  You really want to be responsible for that?”

      He snorts and pulls off his ball cap, plowing his fingers through his thinning strands.  “Must be what happened to me.”  He clears his throat and shuffles the papers in front of him.  “If you can’t get this grade up, you won’t have to worry about your power.  You’ll spend part of the season riding the bench.”  He raises a brow.  “I can’t imagine you want that to happen.”

      “Nope.”  The thought is enough to have my blood curdling in my veins.  With the upcoming draft, all eyes will be on me this season.  I need to be stacking up those passing yards and lead the conference in touchdowns which will help me win a Heisman.

      “Good.  Let’s nip this in the bud before it gets any further out of hand.”

      I tilt my head.  “How are we going to do that?”

      With a grin, he stabs a finger at me from across the desk.  “I’m glad you asked.”

      Uh-oh.  That doesn’t sound good.

      “I found a tutor for you.”

      Great.  The last thing I want is to work with some starstruck fan who is more interested in riding my dick than improving my stats grade.  Been there, done that.  Not interested in a repeat performance.

      Before I can ask if there are other options we can consider, he continues.  “Demi has agreed to tutor you for the next month or so.  With a little hard work, there’s no reason you can’t lift that grade.”

      Fuck.  That’s even worse.

      Everything inside me goes whipcord tight.  “Demi?”

      “You two are in the same section, right?”

      “Ummm, yeah.  She’s in there.”

      He tosses the folder onto the desk and claps his hands together like he solved both world peace and hunger in one fell swoop.  “Then it works out perfectly.”

      I wouldn’t go that far.  Even though I’d like nothing more than to spend a little alone time with his daughter, it’s a shit idea.  I can barely keep it together when she’s sitting next to me in class.  Working one-on-one will probably kill me.  Or I’ll break the promise I made to myself long ago to keep my hands off her.

      My mind goes to what transpired in the kitchen last night.  It took every ounce of my willpower not to haul her into my arms and kiss her.  I’m walking a thin line here.  I’ve done my best to bury my feelings for Demi, but it hasn’t done a damn bit of good.  If anything, they’ve only continued to grow and flourish.  Seven years is a long time to hold a torch for a girl.  At some point, the dam is going to burst, and all hell will break loose.

      That’s not something I want to happen.

      “You can set up a schedule directly with her,” he says, interrupting the whirl of my thoughts.

      Well, hell.  Maybe I should suggest working with Professor Peters.  Except...he bores the shit out of me.  It’s like my eyes are conditioned to glaze over as soon as he opens his mouth.   Talk about being trapped between a rock and a hard place.  I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.

      I mull over my choices before finally mumbling, “Yeah, all right.  Sounds good.”  Decision made, I rise from my seat and trudge to the door.  As I reach for the knob, I pause.

      Don’t say anything, asshole.  It’s none of your damn business.

      Maybe not, but still...

      Before I can stop myself, the word is shooting out of my mouth.  “Coach?”

      “Yeah?”  He glances up from his desk to meet my gaze.

      “It’s probably not a good idea for Demi to be walking through the locker room when the guys are in the middle of changing.”

      Silence descends.  I probably should have kept my big trap shut.

      His brows furrow as he swipes his tongue carefully across his teeth.  “You’re probably right.”

      Relief floods through me as I slip from the office.

      If that girl is going to be checking out anyone’s junk, it’ll be mine.

      I wince.

      Fuck.

      Maybe Coach thinks he’s doing me a favor by having me work with his daughter, but all he’s done is the opposite.
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      Ten seconds remain on the clock.  Time slows, and I feel the tick of every millisecond as I dribble the ball between my feet and race toward the goal at the opposite end of the field.  The fans in the stands, the coaches on the sidelines, and the other players fade to the background.  My breath comes hard and fast before echoing in my ears.  There’s a UNC girl flanking my side, looking for an opportunity to steal the ball.

      The game is tied, and it’s down to the wire.  A kind of tunnel vision occurs, and my focus narrows on the opponent’s net.  The goalie watches me with slitted eyes.  She crouches, shifting her weight from side to side, waiting for me to make a move.  Her gaze stays focused on my hips.

      It’s just like Shakira claimed in her song—hips don’t lie.  Although, in this instance, it’s the hips that will tip her off as to which direction I’ll move in, where in the net I’ll try to place the ball.

      She knows it, and so do I.

      The player at my side pushes into me as she tries to take the ball.  With a grunt, I elbow her away to get a little more room.

      It’s not going to be that easy, girlfriend.  You’re good, but so am I.

      As I close in on the goal, she makes another attempt, and I decide that it’s now or never.  I’m running out of time.  If the buzzer rings before I get a kick off, the game will end in a tie, and that’s no good.  In a nanosecond, I assess the situation and try to place the ball where it has the best chance of going into the net.  Time slows as I pull my foot back and send the ball flying.  The girl keeping pace with me attempts to stop it with her head but she’s a tick off, and it hurtles forward.  The goalie springs into motion.  With her arms outstretched, she sails gracefully through the air.

      My hands go to my head as I wait and watch.  The goalie’s fingers graze the ball, but it’s not enough to stop the force of it from hitting the net.  Time, once again, speeds up and the cheers from my teammates and the fans fill my ears, overloading my senses.

      Yes!

      We did it!  We pulled off a win.

      I glance at the stands.  Dad is on his feet, clapping and whistling.  There’s a humongous grin stretched across his face.  Rowan is next to him, also cheering.  As our gazes lock and hold, something warm spreads unwantedly through my chest.  I tell myself it has nothing to do with Rowan or the obvious pride on his face.  But even I know it’s a lie.  Without fail, the football player has attended every home game since freshman year.  And, depending on where our away games are, he shows up for them as well.  I’m sure he’s there because it’s another opportunity for him and Dad to discuss strategy on the football field.  I don’t want to believe it has anything to do with me.  If I did, I’d have no other choice but to acknowledge there’s something between us, and I’m nowhere near ready to do that.

      Eye contact is cut off as I’m swallowed up by my teammates, both the ones from the field and the ones from the bench.  Twenty-five girls swarm me, patting me on the back as they jump up and down with excitement.  There’s a jubilant feeling that permeates the air as we go through the line and shake hands with our opponents.  A chorus of good game is repeated as we move down the field.  Then we gather around Coach Adams for a brief talk before being released to the locker room to shower and change.

      With a whoop of excitement, Sydney jumps on my back and wraps her arms around my neck.  “That last play was so awesome!  You are so the freaking woman!”

      Giddiness bubbles up inside me.  The adrenaline rush from a hard-fought win is like nothing else.  Not even sex can top it.

      “Did you notice that the campus hunk was in the stands?”

      It would be impossible not to notice.  There is an energy surrounding him that sets the fine hair on my arms on edge.  Without searching him out, I would know he was there.  That being said, there’s no way in hell I’ll admit that to Sydney.

      “I’m sorry, who are you talking about?”

      “Please girl,” she snickers, not fooled in the slightest by my nonchalant attitude.  “Nice try.”

      I snort as the edges of my lips curl upward.

      She cranes her head.  “I guess Justin put the final nail in his coffin by not showing, huh?”

      “The nail was already there.  It’s better this way.  I don’t want to feel bad about breaking things off.”  I scour the stands one last time to make sure he didn’t show up late and notice that Ethan is sitting with a couple of other baseball guys.

      So much for study hours.  It only reinforces my decision to cut him loose and move on.

      “You didn’t tell me that you worked everything out with Ethan.”

      “That’s because I didn’t.”  All of her previous excitement drains away.

      “And yet he still showed up.”  See?  Now that’s a guy who is interested.  One who takes the time out of his own busy schedule to support his girl.

      Sydney shrugs before glancing over her shoulder.  “Yeah.”  Her voice softens.  “He did.”

      “That deserves a few brownie points in my book.”  I wince and slam my mouth shut.  What the hell am I doing?  I shouldn’t be encouraging those two.  They need to go their separate ways.

      “Maybe.”

      As I cart Sydney to the locker room, someone knocks into me from behind, and I stagger a couple of steps before righting myself.  With my roommate clinging to my back like a baby rhesus monkey, that could have ended disastrously.

      I stare at the leggy auburn-haired girl as she strides past us.  Her lips curl with scorn.

      Annica.

      The junior soccer player has turned out to be a real pain in the ass.  I’m unsure what happened for her to direct so much hate my way.  When Annica came in as a freshman, I took her under my wing and mentored her.  We got to know each other pretty well and spent a lot of time together.  We’re both forwards, and for a while, we worked really well together.  We were an unstoppable duo.

      Until we weren’t.

      I blinked, and suddenly everything was a competition both on and off the field.  It’s gotten to the point of uncomfortableness.  I’ve tried ignoring her, hoping she would grow up and realize we’re on the same team, but my silence has had the opposite effect and emboldened her.

      “Oops, sorry.”  The smirk tells me that she’s not the least bit remorseful and her bumping into me wasn’t an accident.

      “Watch where you’re going,” Sydney snaps.

      As captain, I try to lead by example.  That tactic hasn’t worked with Annica.  She’s mistaken my silence for weakness.  I’m not delusional enough to think that all twenty-six girls on this team will mesh, but we need to work together for the greater good.  I’ve attempted to put the best interest of this team above my own personal feelings for any one individual.

      A couple of younger players flank Annica.  I’ve noticed that she’s become the piped piper for the freshman and sophomore girls.  It’s like she’s carefully gathering forces for a coup.  Any day, they’ll come for me, and I’ll be beheaded.

      “Didn’t I tell you from day one that girl would be a problem?” Sydney mutters.

      It’s warily that I watch both her and her minions strut their stuff to the locker room.  Even though it pains me to do so, I have to begrudgingly give Sydney credit where it’s due.  She was spot on in her assessment.  My bestie took an instant dislike to Annica and kept trying to tell me that the younger girl was playing me like a fiddle.  I thought Sydney was paranoid (maybe a little jealous) and refused to listen.

      “Yup, you did.”

      “One of these days, you’re going to have to knock her down to size.”

      A sigh escapes from my lips with the realization that she’s not wrong.  As much as I’m dreading a confrontation with the other girl, it’s been brewing for a while.  And I can’t let it go much longer.  Teams that are fractured from within don’t bring home championships.

      And this is my senior year.  Maybe the last one I have to play soccer.  So, coming in second or losing in the playoffs isn’t an option.

      We either get our shit together or we don’t bother at all.

      End of story.
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      Sydney throws open the front door to the house and yells over her shoulder, “Now this is what I’m talking about!”

      There’s a massive off-campus party in full swing on Spring Street.  It’s only one of many happening tonight.  There are six players who live at this residence, including Rowan.  This particular group of guys are well known for their out of control victory celebrations.  I expect total craziness to ensue since the Wildcats football team crushed their opponents this afternoon on the field.  It’s nine o’clock, and this place is already standing room only.

      Sydney throws her arm around my neck and pulls me close before blazing a trail through the thick crush of bodies.  Music pumps, reverberating off the walls and inside my skull.  People are drinking and laughing, cutting loose after a long week of classes.

      Not only is Western University renowned for its rigorous academics, it’s also known as one of the top party schools in the country.  The students here like to blow off steam as much as they study.  Maybe more so.  I’ve never been much of a partier.  As you might suspect, Sydney is more of a social butterfly than I am.  She’s the one dragging me out most weekends.  It’s not like I don’t enjoy going out, but I’m just as content to order a pizza and watch a movie in my pajamas.

      Maybe I’m too aware that most of the student body knows who I am, and my behavior is a direct reflection of my father.  I make it a point to never get trashed or out of control.  Those are the last things I need making its way around campus or getting back to Dad.  Most of these kids don’t have to worry about their parents finding out about what they’re up to.  They’re able to live by that old adage of—what happens at college, stays at college.

      Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for me.  Dad is on campus as much as I am.  Probably more.  It’s easier for all concerned if I stay out of the limelight.  I’ve gotten burned in the past when girls have gotten jealous and spread rumors that I was screwing around with some of the football players, which is precisely why I keep everything strictly platonic with them.

      In true Sydney fashion, she plows her way to the front of the beer line and grabs us two red cups of golden frothiness before shoving one in my hand.  We tap the rims together.

      “Salut!” she says before rather impressively downing the entire container in one thirsty gulp.

      I raise my brows and take a dainty sip.

      “What?”  She swipes the back of her hand across her lips.  “It’s been one long-ass week.”

      Even though Ethan made a point of showing up at the game, Sydney still isn’t talking to him.  We’ll have to see how this one plays out.  Although, I have my suspicions as to what will transpire.  These two are like Kourtney Kardashian and Scott Disick.  They can’t be together, and yet they can’t be without one another.

      “I’ll be right back, I’m going to grab another one,” she says.

      As she turns away, I shout, “Hey, I don’t want to carry you home tonight.  You’re like dead weight when you pass out.”

      She flashes a grin before returning in record speed.  “I needed that first one to take the edge off.”

      Mission accomplished.  The edge has clearly been taken off.

      When a song that has been playing all summer long comes on, Sydney whoops and throws her hand in the air before moving her body to the rhythm.  Several guys in the vicinity take notice.  Unable to resist joining her, I follow suit and let the beat flow through me.  One song bleeds into another, and we dance in the tiny bit of space we’ve managed to carve out for ourselves.  When a pair of male hands wrap around Sydney’s waist and spin her away, I peek around to view the culprit.  Her shoulders tighten, and all the lightheartedness she had managed to find in the music drains away, leaving a pissed off Sydney in its place.

      I should have known...Ethan.

      “Can we talk?”  His voice is barely audible over the chatter of people and music pumping around us.

      Emotion flickers over Sydney’s face before she shrugs.  “Is there really anything for us to talk about?”

      It feels like we’ve reached the point in the evening where I should make myself scarce.  I’m not looking to referee this conversation.

      Sorrow fills his eyes as his face falls.  “I’m sorry, Syd.  I was a jackass.  I care about you, and I’m not ready for this to be over.”

      She takes a tentative step toward him before tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  “I don’t know.  Maybe we’re better off as friends.  All we do is fight when we’re together.”

      The girl makes a valid point.  He should really listen to her.

      “Yeah, I know.  But I still want to make this work.”  There’s a pause.  “Don’t you?  Don’t we owe it to ourselves to give this one last shot?”

      When she remains silent, he closes the distance between them before cupping her cheeks with his hands.  Then he leans in and plants a kiss on her lips.

      If I know Sydney (and I do), she’ll react one of two ways.  One, she’ll scratch his eyes out or two—

      She’ll melt beneath his hands, and they’ll start sucking face.

      When her mouth opens under the pressure of his, I know exactly how the rest of this night will go.  And that’s with the two of them playing an intense game of tonsil hockey while I stand around feeling like an awkward third wheel.

      Sydney tosses her empty cup over her shoulder before twining her arms around his neck.  From somewhere behind her comes a disgruntled—hey!

      I take another sip of my now lukewarm drink and wince.  Icy cold beer goes down a lot easier than room temperature hops and barley.

      Yuck.

      As I step away to give them a bit of much needed privacy—even though they’re making out in the middle of a crowded party—Ethan pulls away and stares at me with a dazed expression.

      “Ummm, Justin is around here somewhere.”

      Great.  Exactly the person I wanted to contend with.  This night has officially gone down the tubes.  Justin and I haven’t spoken since he dropped me off Wednesday night.  There’s been a text or two, but otherwise, we’ve both been busy.

      I jerk my thumb over my shoulder and point to nowhere in particular.  “I guess that would be my cue to leave.”

      Ethan flashes me a lopsided grin before his lips return to Sydney’s.  With one last look at the pair, I shake my head and take off.  It’s even more jampacked than when we arrived an hour ago.  People are crammed into the first floor of this house like sardines.

      As I move into the dining room, I notice a couple of guys from the football team.  They wave me over, and since I have nothing better to do, I join their small group, relieved to find a few friendly faces in the crowd.  Nothing says loser more than standing around by yourself in the middle of a rager.

      “Congrats on the win!” I shout to Brayden Kendricks before he pulls me in for a quick hug.  I’ve known him since freshman year.  He’s like a big brother to me.  Even though he’s hot as hell, I’ve never felt anything more than friendship for him.

      He glances around before his gaze returns to mine.  “What?  No roommate?  I was under the impression you two were surgically attached at the hip.”

      “She’s currently attached to someone else’s hip at the moment,” I joke.

      The smile disappears, only to be replaced with a frown.  “She still with that guy?”

      I shrug, surprised he’s been following the whole Sydney-Ethan romantic rollercoaster.

      Which is...kind of interesting.

      “For the moment.  Check back tomorrow.  We could have a different answer.”

      With his brows beetled together, his gaze coasts over the throng.

      Almost as if he’s searching for her.

      Even though that seems doubtful, I can’t resist teasing, “Hmmm, am I sensing a bit of interest on your part?”

      He lifts a bottle of beer to his lips and takes a long swig.  “The girl is seriously hot, but she’s way too much work.”

      I snort and shake my head.

      Here’s the thing about Brayden—he doesn’t chase girls, they chase him.  With his dark hair and eyes, the guy is a real heartbreaker.  He’s funny, has a great personality, and is intelligent.  Not to mention muscular.  In other words, he’s catnip for the females on campus.  He’s been voted campus heartthrob three years running.  And I have no doubt he’ll receive the distinction for his fourth and final year, a Western University first.

      Before I can investigate the situation further, a leggy blonde with humongous breasts squeezes her way between us before pressing her double D’s against him.  He grins, his attention homing in on the groupie.

      I’ve watched this scene play out too many times not to know how it’ll end.  He’ll flash his signature panty-dropping smile, and she’ll sigh, fall onto her back, and spread her legs wide.

      Someone hand me a barf bag before I’m sick.

      For a flicker of a moment, I’d actually thought he might be interested in Sydney.  I glance at him again.  The blonde is now clinging to him like a barnacle, and he’s certainly not fighting her off.  I can all but guarantee that girl will be taking a ride on the Brayden express this evening.

      I’m knocked out of those thoughts when one of the younger guys comes up behind me and grinds.  Mitch Harrison is a sophomore.  He’s a defensive tackle and a teddy bear of a guy, weighing in at three hundred pounds.  We had a class together last year.  As far as dudes go, he’s pretty harmless.  I’m about to bust out a move when a muscular arm slides between our bodies and hauls me away.  Air gets trapped in my throat as I’m pressed against a hard chest.

      I don’t need to glance at the person holding me to realize who it is.  My skin is abuzz with recognition.  There’s only one guy capable of producing that kind of sensation within me.

      Rowan.

      As if to solidify my suspicions, he growls, “Knock it off, Harrison.”  He pulls me so close that I’m able to feel every hard line of his body.  Another punch of awareness hits me before settling in my core.  “Leave her alone.”

      The deep rumble of his voice ties my insides up into a series of complicated little knots.  As much as I want to pretend I’m stone cold inside and feel nothing where Rowan is concerned, I can’t.  The attraction is too explosive to ignore.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Why can’t I control my body’s reaction to him?

      It’s frustrating to want someone you know you can’t have.  Someone who isn’t good for you.  And yet, that knowledge does nothing to stop the surge of hormones from flooding through me, lighting me up from the inside out.  Since day one, when we were fourteen years old, I’ve been all too aware of Rowan Michaels.  He’s ridiculously good looking.  I can acknowledge that.  At least privately to myself.  And from the attention he garners, I’m certainly not the only one who thinks so.

      Up to this point, I’ve been successful in pushing all thoughts of him to the back of my brain, where I can ignore them.  That doesn’t seem to be the case anymore, and I don’t understand why.  Something indelible has changed, but I’m not sure what it is.  It’s like we’ve reached a tipping point.

      What I need right now is for our relationship to go back to the way it’s always been.

      Is that even possible?

      For some reason, I don’t think so.

      And that, my friends, is a huge freaking problem.  One I have no idea how to solve.

      With no other choice but to confront the situation, I spin around in his arms before pressing my palms against his chest.

      What is it about him that makes my pulse race?

      I’ve never been attracted to guys with hair that nearly brushes their shoulders.  I’ve always gone for clean cut boys.  And yet, my fingers itch to tangle in the thick length.  And when he wears one of those hair band thingies at practice?

      A shiver slides through me just imagining it.

      The intensity of his gaze burns into mine, and it takes a moment to find my voice.  “You’re kind of a buzzkill.”  I exhale as everything spinning gradually resettles inside me.  The last thing I want or need is for him to realize how easily he’s able to knock me off-kilter.

      Rowan quirks a brow.  “Is that so?”

      “Yes.  We were dancing.  It wasn’t a big deal.”

      He doesn’t move, and yet somehow manages to loom closer, obscuring everything in my line of sight except for him.  The raucous party fades as I’m trapped in the blueness of his eyes.  They remind me so much of the ocean.  Of waves crashing against the shoreline.  It takes everything I have inside not to glance away and reveal how much he unnerves me.  Even when my knees turn to jelly and I’m in immanent danger of sliding to the floor, I hold myself upright.

      “It’s doubtful Coach would approve of his players grinding up on his daughter.”

      He’s right.  Dad wouldn’t care for it at all.

      But that doesn’t stop me from firing back with, “Do you think he would approve of you holding me like this?”  His hands burn into my bare skin, making me wonder if I’ll be sporting marks for days.

      His lips thin as his eyes darken.  “Probably not.”

      When his arms reluctantly fall to his sides, I take a hasty step back, needing distance to regain my bearings.  I don’t fool myself into believing it’s anything less than full-on retreat.  I need to distance myself from Rowan before something happens.  There’s an explosive energy brewing in the air.  It feels as if one strike of a match could blow us all to hell.  I can’t take the chance of our relationship shifting anymore than it already has.

      “I need to find Justin.”  Before Rowan can deter me, I swing away, shoving through the crowd that presses in on me.  The more space I put between us, the easier it is to think straight.  No one has ever affected me this way.  Certainly not Justin.  If I’m lucky, I won’t run into Rowan again for the rest of the night.  It’s bad enough I see him three times a week in stats, and he insists on parking himself next to me every class period.  Now I’ll have to spend time tutoring him.

      Alone.

      I gulp down the strange mixture of nerves and excitement that burst inside me like an overinflated balloon.

      When I set out this evening, I had no desire to meet up with the dark-haired baseball player.  I figured we would talk at some point over the weekend, and I would gently break off our relationship.  But right now, he feels like the safest alternative.  Once I find him, I plan on sticking to the guy like glue.

      For the next ten minutes, I scour the first floor of the house before moving to the backyard where the party has spilled out, but there’s still no sign of him.  Maybe Ethan was wrong, and he isn’t here.  Or maybe he took off for a different party.  There are enough of them happening around campus.

      I’m about to call off the mission and make my way back to Sydney when I spot Sasha, one of our goaltenders.  I wave, and we end up chatting for a few minutes.  I didn’t realize other girls from the team were here.  I’ve combed the entire place and haven’t come across another teammate.  Sasha informs me that a group of them are party-hopping, and they showed up thirty minutes ago.  Most of the girls are like me—they like to go out and have a good time, but they don’t need to get shitfaced in order for that to occur.  A number of them have athletic scholarships that pay for a chunk of their tuition and don’t want to jeopardize it.  This may be a party school, but the sanctions for getting caught, especially if you’re an athlete, are severe.

      “You haven’t seen Justin around, have you?” I yell over the music to make myself heard.  Why am I even bothering to ask?  It’s not like I really want to meet up with him.  Now that I’ve found Sasha, I can hang with her for the rest of the night.  Or I can try to find Sydney and hope they’re done sucking face.

      That thought brings a snort to my lips.

      Sasha’s brows draw together as confusion flickers across her expression.  “I didn’t realize you two were still a thing.”

      “Yup.”  At this point, it’s more of a technicality.  I really need to talk to Justin before I tell anyone else that’s no longer the case.

      “Oh.”  A troubled look fills her eyes before she glances away.  “Um, yeah,” she mumbles, “I saw him about ten minutes ago in one of the back rooms.”

      “Great, thanks.”  Her less than enthusiastic reaction has a prickle of unease blooming in the pit of my belly.  Before it can take root, I shake it off.  “I’ve been looking for him but haven’t had any luck.  This place is a total madhouse.”  I shrug.  “I suppose if he’s here, I should say hi.”

      “Yeah.”  Sasha gives me a slight smile in return.  “I guess so.”

      Decision made, I take a step toward the back bedrooms when she reaches out, wrapping slender fingers around my forearm.  While Sasha and I are friends and teammates, we’ve never been close.  Although we’ve always been cool with one another.

      “I’m sorry, Demi.  I didn’t know.”

      Her comment is so out of left field that I have no idea what it means.  “What are you sorry about?”

      Before I can ask anything more, she releases me and disappears into the crowd.  I blink, and she’s gone.

      That was a really bizarre thing to say.  Maybe Sasha is more drunk than I assumed.

      Even so, my brain churns, trying to come up with an answer that makes sense.

      I’m tempted to go after her and get to the bottom of this, but it would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.  I’ll pull her aside on Monday at practice and figure out what she meant.

      It takes effort to shake off her cryptic words as I push my way through the mass of bodies toward the back hallway off the kitchen.  The first bedroom I peek inside has about eight people sitting around, smoking a bowl.  A thick haze permeates the air.  A cursory inspection tells me Justin isn’t here.  And since I’m not looking for a contact high, I quickly back away.  The last thing I need is to test positive for pot.  All athletes at WU are drug tested throughout the year.  They agree to random testing when they sign their NCAA eligibility paperwork before stepping foot on campus.  Most of us have worked our entire lives to reach this level of play and aren’t willing to throw it away over a couple hours of mindless pleasure.

      I check two more bedrooms, but Justin is nowhere to be found.  It’s always possible that Sasha was wrong about seeing him, and it was simply a case of mistaken identity.  At this point, I’m not even sure it matters.  I’ve had enough and am more than ready to call it a night.

      I’m about to take off in the opposite direction down the hallway when a noise catches my attention.  It’s barely audible over the pumping beat of music that echoes off the paper-thin walls.

      I’m not sure what has me creeping around the corner.  A sixth sense maybe.  Even though there are more shadows where the light from above doesn’t reach, plunging the narrow area into darkness, there’s enough illumination to make out the guy standing with his back pressed against the wall.  A rough groan slides from his lips as my widened gaze drops to the girl on her knees in front of him.  It’s fairly obvious what’s going on here.  My lungs fill with air as the girl works him with her mouth, sucking him deep into her throat before sliding nearly to the tip and repeating the maneuver.

      I’ll tell you what, this chick is a total pro.  She knows how to give a BJ.  The polite thing to do would be to carefully back away and disappear down the hall, but I’m unable to do that.  My feet are rooted in place.  I wish this were a faceless, nameless guy but it’s not.

      It’s Justin.

      Unfortunately, the look on Sasha’s face now makes perfect sense.  She knew he was fooling around with someone else.

      The growl that escapes from my boyfriend is enough to have me blinking back to the present.  His eyes are squeezed tight and there’s a slight gape to his parted lips.  His fingers are tangled in thick hair.

      Auburn-colored hair, if I’m not mistaken.

      Annica.

      Why am I not surprised?

      Although this is an all-time low, even for her.

      As if realizing she has an audience, Annica cracks open her eyes and locks them on me.  Instead of flaring with surprise, embarrassment, or even guilt, a victorious light fills them.  As if this is what she wanted all along.  For me to find them together.  It might be dark and shadowy in the cramped hallway, but the look she sends me is blatant.  Much like the shove on the field after the game on Thursday, this was intentional.  I’m sure if her mouth wasn’t stuffed full of Justin’s dick, she would be grinning ear-to-ear.

      What a bitch.

      She really has no shame.  I’ve never met a girl like her.  And to be clear, I’ve dealt with my fair share of bitchy mean girls throughout the years, but this one takes the cake.

      When Annica’s movements become more frenzied, Justin’s fingers tighten on her scalp before he pulls her closer.  Even though I don’t give a damn about him, it’s not in my nature to skulk away with my tail tucked between my legs.  I want the dark-haired boy to know that he’s been caught with his pants around his ankles.

      Literally.

      The fact that he chose to cheat on me with one of my own teammates makes him beyond despicable.  I fold my arms across my chest and wait for the perfect moment to interrupt.

      His face scrunches as he throws his head back, exposing his throat.  “Yeah, just like that.  I’m gonna—”

      “I have to admit, I was expecting a little more in the length department.”  I point to his groin.  “That’s seriously disappointing.”

      His eyelids fly open as he jerks to awareness.  His mouth gapes momentarily before he quickly shoves Annica away from him.  The younger girl lands on her ass with a grunt.

      A thin smile curves my lips as I hold up a hand.  “Please don’t stop on my account.  I wanted to interrupt for a brief moment to tell you that we’re over.”  I glance at the auburn-haired girl who, at one time, I’d considered a friend.  “You two are perfectly suited for one another.”

      “Demi!” he yells.

      I turn away, not bothering to look over my shoulder as I stalk down the hallway.  And here I’d thought it was possible to remain friends after our breakup.

      Ha!

      That’s no longer happening.  With any luck, I’ll be able to avoid Justin for the remainder of the year.  Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for Annica.  The level this girl will stoop to in order to hurt me is almost unbelievable.  And a little bit scary.  I should have listened to Sydney from the beginning.

      At some point, my vindictive teammate will have to be dealt with.  But it won’t be this evening.  Tonight, my plan is to go home and drown myself in a pint of chocolate ice cream.  The name of the flavor—death by chocolate—now makes so much more sense.

      I snort and continue to push my way to the living room, only wanting to leave this party—and the memories—behind.
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      I lift the bottle of beer to my lips and take a swig.  It goes down smooth but does nothing to alleviate the discontent that brews beneath the surface.  There’s only one person capable of that, and it’s not the sad imitation currently hanging on me.

      “We should get out of here.”  Her slim hands stroke over my chest as she stares up at me with dark eyes.  “We can go back to my place and talk.”

      Right.  I think we both realize that conversing is not this girl’s end goal.  The only thing she wants to better acquaint herself with is my cock.

      Why pretend otherwise?

      What I’ve come to learn over three years at WU is that most of these girls are a carbon copy of each other.  The hair, eyes, and body size might be different, but beneath the exterior features, they’re all the same.  They want the notoriety that comes from being with a high-profile athlete on campus.  Throw in someone who has a chance of turning pro and making millions, and you got yourself a stage five clinger.

      That’s the last thing I want.

      Or need.

      But this girl—if I squint hard enough and suck down a couple more drinks—bares a striking resemblance to a certain someone else.  Thinking along those lines will be precisely what gets me into trouble.

      “Rowan?”  When I don’t answer, she presses closer, pushing her breasts against my chest.  “Did you hear me?”

      Yeah, I heard.  If I end up leaving with her, it’ll be for all the wrong reasons.  She might resemble Demi with her dark hair and eyes, but her body is a lot softer instead of being tight and athletic.

      I’m five seconds away from giving in when my skin prickles, and I glance around, knowing that she’s somewhere in the nearby vicinity.  Call it fucked up Spidey senses.  I scan the thick crowd until my gaze homes in on her dark head.  Her lips are a tight slash across her face, and there’s a hollowed-out look in her eyes.  Even from this distance, I realize something is wrong.

      Without thinking, I yell, “Demi!”

      Even though the music is obnoxiously loud, and I’m unsure if my voice carries, her gaze slices to mine as if she knew I was standing there the entire time.  It only reconfirms that I’m not the only one who feels the strange gravitational pull.  Whether she wants to admit it or not, there is a bond that connects us to one another.

      For a fleeting moment, our gazes lock and hold.  Pain flares in her eyes before it’s blinked away.  She drags her gaze from mine before pushing steadily through the mass of bodies toward the front door.

      I don’t realize I’m on the move until the girl previously wrapped around me calls out, “Hey!  Where are you going?”

      Barely do I stop to throw the words over my shoulder.  “Sorry, a friend needs me.”

      Although that statement is highly debatable.  It’s unlikely that my friend wants any assistance from the likes of me.

      “I thought we were leaving,” she whines, unwilling to throw in the towel just yet.

      “Maybe another time.”

      Or...more like never.

      My size and notoriety on campus make shoving my way through the crowd unnecessary.  If you’re not looking to get mowed over, move your ass out of the way.  Within thirty seconds, I’ve cut a direct path to Demi.  I wrap my fingers around her bicep, effectively halting her escape.

      “Hey.”  I spin her around until she has no choice but to meet my searching gaze.  “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”  She shakes her head, but the fib is there, lurking in her dark depths.

      “Why are you lying?”  I drag her closer.  “Tell me what happened.”

      “I’m just tired.”  Demi jerks her arm, attempting to break free from the hold I have on her.  “I want to go home.”

      I study her tightened features for the truth.  “Why don’t I believe you?”

      A crack of anger flashes across her face.  “I don’t care what you believe.”  For a second time, she tries to wrench her arm free, but I refuse to let her get away that easily.  I don’t like the pain reverberating in her eyes, and I want to know who put it there.  “Let me go!”

      “Demi!”

      Our heads swivel as Justin crashes onto the scene, interrupting our conversation.  Any struggle Demi had been putting up ceases as every muscle in her body goes rigid.

      “I’m sorry,” he blurts, gaze focused solely on her.

      It shouldn’t come as any surprise that I’m not much of a Justin fan.  Even before they got together, I never had much for the guy.  He always struck me as a conceited tool.  And I’ve become even less enamored since they’ve been seeing each other.  He’s nowhere near good enough for her.  I was hoping Coach would put the kibosh on their relationship the other night, but that didn’t happen.

      My eyes narrow as I pull Demi closer.  “What exactly are you apologizing for?”

      Justin tears his gaze from her long enough to shoot me a glare.  Heat flags his cheeks.  “That’s none of your damn business.”  He waggles a finger between himself and the girl pressed against me.  “This is between the two of us.”  He shifts from one foot to the other before dropping his voice.  “Please, Demi, can we go somewhere and talk in private?”

      A gurgle of disbelief bubbles up from her throat.  “You didn’t seem too interested in privacy a couple of minutes ago.”

      What the hell does that mean?

      Justin grits his teeth as the flush staining his cheeks creeps further down his neck.  “Would you hear me out?”

      When she presses herself against me, I realize that whatever she’s upset about has everything to do with him.  That’s all the incentive I need to snake my arm around her shoulders and tuck her carefully against my body.

      Justin plows a hand through his hair as frustration flashes across his face.  His voice drops, taking on a pleading note.  “I made a mistake, all right?  Don’t make such a big deal out of it.”

      Demi’s brows skyrocket across her forehead.  “Are you being serious?”  Before he can answer, she says, “Clearly you don’t understand that sticking your dick in another chick’s mouth is a huge deal.  And for that girl to be one of my teammates makes the situation even more unforgivable.”

      “You cheated on her?”  Why the hell would Justin do that?  Doesn’t he realize how fucking special this girl is?  Any guy lucky enough to have Demi should be worshipping the very ground she walks on.  I knew this guy was a douche but somehow, he’s managed to jackhammer to an all new low.

      A potent mixture of fury and irritation swirl through Justin’s eyes as his gaze swings to me.  “Fuck off, Michaels,” he growls.  “This doesn’t involve you.  Why don’t you take a hike?”

      Ha!  He’s legitimately insane if he thinks for one damn moment I’m going to walk away and leave Demi alone with him.  All he’s done is hurt her, and it will be over my dead carcass that he inflicts anymore damage.

      “I’m not going anywhere, so get used to it.”

      “This isn’t the first time you’ve done this, is it?” Demi cuts in, drawing Justin’s attention to her.

      “What?”  His voice falters as surprise flickers in his eyes.

      She levels a hard look at him and repeats, “This isn’t the first time you’ve cheated on me.”

      When a bead of perspiration breaks out across his brow, and his gaze falters, I realize Demi is right.  He’s been hooking up with other girls the entire time they’ve been together.

      Goddamn it!

      It takes everything I have inside not to punch that stupid motherfucker in the piehole.

      “Well?”  There’s a pause before she snaps, “I’m waiting for an answer!”

      When it becomes apparent that Demi won’t drop the subject, he clears his throat.  “Maybe I’ve gotten a few BJ’s here and there, but that’s it!  I wanted to take things slow with you.”

      She scrunches her face and straightens to her full height like someone rammed a two-by-four up her ass.  “Wait a minute, are you really trying to,” one hand slaps her chest, “blame me for this?”

      He blinks a few times before muttering, “No, I’m saying that we weren’t totally serious, and I didn’t want to rush you.  I thought you would appreciate me being respectful.”

      “So...I was supposed to appreciate you getting blow jobs from other girls?”  She doesn’t wait for him to respond.  “You know what I would have appreciated even more?  If you would have kept your dick in your pants.”

      “That’s not what I meant!  You’re taking everything out of context and twisting it to make me the bad guy in this scenario.”

      “Newsflash, asshole—you are the bad guy!  As for taking everything out of,” she uses her fingers to make air quotes, “context.  I don’t think so.  You never asked if I wanted to take things slow.  You just assumed.  Why would any girl want the guy she’s seeing to hookup with other people behind her back?”  She shakes her head as another realization dawns.  “Even after we got serious, you would have continued to screw around on me.”  When he opens his mouth to argue, she raises a hand.  “I’m done with this conversation and more importantly, I’m done with you!”

      “What?”  His voice rises and several people in the nearby vicinity turn in his direction.  “Wait!”

      When he steps closer, attempting to reach for Demi, I shove him back a couple of steps.  It takes everything I have inside not to get more physical.  “Demi already told you that she’s not interested.  Take the hint, buddy, and leave her alone.”

      “Give me a damn break, Michaels,” Justin snarls.  “Like you’re not getting your dick wet every damn night of the week?”  He jerks his arm to encompass the party.  “You’ve probably nailed every ass in the place.  Shut the fuck up and stay out of my business!”

      Revulsion flashes across Demi’s face as she shoves out of my arms.  “Maybe you two should become friends.  It seems like you have a lot in common.”

      With that last parting shot, she pushes her way through the crowd.

      Once Demi is out of earshot, Justin growls, “The only thing we have in common is that we both want to get in her pants.”  He smirks.  “Although, I’m sure all you’d have to do is talk to Coach Richards, he’d probably hand his daughter right over.  I’ve heard that’s one of the perks to being a baller around here.”

      The fuck he said!

      Rage clouds my better judgement.  I yank my arm back and slam it into the asshole’s face before anything else can come out of his stupid piehole.  With any luck, that’ll shut him up.

      He squeals like a little pig as his hands fly to his nose.

      “You had the one girl worth having on campus, and you fucked it up because you couldn’t keep your pecker in your pants.”  I step closer, getting in his face.  “You and I are nothing alike.”

      When Justin fails to respond, I swing away, striding after the only girl I’ve ever cared about.  The very same one who wants nothing to do with me.
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      I’m still fuming as I stride down the sidewalk.  It seems unimaginable that Justin would attempt to pin the blame for his cheating on me.

      On me!

      As if I had anything to do with him whipping out his dick and stuffing it in someone else’s mouth.

      Nope.  Don’t think so.

      The temperature might have dipped into the low seventies, but it does nothing to cool my temper.  It’s as if the conversation is playing on a constant loop in my head, and I can’t make it stop.

      The nerve of that guy!

      Instead of apologizing—not that it would have done any good—he had actually tried to justify his cheating!  I’ve never met two people who deserve one another more.  Justin and Annica are a match made in hell.

      It’s the heavy fall of footsteps from behind that snap me out of my thoughts.  I swear to God, if it’s Justin, I will totally lose my shit.  I can’t deal with anymore of his asinine behavior.  Had I been smart, I would have pulled the plug on our relationship on the way home from dinner Wednesday night.  Instead, I waited.

      With my hands clenched, I swivel around.  I’m not normally a violent person, but tonight, I’ve been pushed past my limit.  Except it’s not Justin.  My gaze collides with concerned ocean-colored eyes.  A soft puff of air escapes from my lips as my muscles loosen.

      Rowan.

      He was there to witness my humiliation and is the last person I want to see or talk to.

      It takes a second for him to fall in line with me.  For half a block, we walk in silence before he asks, “You okay?  That was brutal.”

      I keep my gaze focused straight ahead.  “I’m fine.”

      Lie.

      What hurts most is that one of my own teammates despises me enough to inflict that kind of damage.  I had already decided to cut Justin loose.  My feelings for him weren’t that deep.

      But Annica?

      Someone who I’d taken under my wing and considered a friend?  Someone who should have my back as a teammate?

      That one stings more than I’m willing to admit.

      Drunken students loiter on the lawns of houses where multiple parties are in full swing.  A few people yell out Rowan’s name as we pass by.

      Instead of responding, his attention stays solely focused on me.  “You sure about that?”

      My skin prickles under the intensity of his stare.  Can you even imagine falling for a guy like him?  He would ground your heart to a fine dust beneath his cleat.

      Instead of answering, I snap, “Why is every guy on this campus a cheating bastard?”  The question escapes before I have a chance to rein it back in.  I flick my gaze in his direction to get a read on his thoughts before adding begrudgingly, “At least you don’t pretend to be faithful.  That would involve dating, and you don’t do that.”

      In all the years I’ve known Rowan, not once have I seen him with the same girl more than once or twice.  His adoring fan base is legendary.  A kernel of jealousy blooms in the pit of my belly before I quickly stomp it out.

      “Wait a minute,” he says, breaking into my thoughts, “you think I’m a womanizing asshole like Justin?”

      Ummm...yeah.  That’s exactly what I think.  If you asked anyone at Western who the biggest player on campus was, the answer would undoubtedly be Rowan Michaels.

      Are we really going to pretend otherwise?

      “Look, I don’t think you’re an asshole, but we’ve gone to school together for the past three years.”  I shoot him a—who are you trying to kid look.  “The tales of your conquests are legendary.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t put so much stock in the gossip you hear around campus, Demi.”

      Seriously?

      I’ve heard way too many stories for at least some not to be true.  It’s a little hard not to believe when the information comes straight from the horse’s mouth.  And by horse, I mean the girls he bangs.

      “Oh, please.”  I snicker before shoving at his arm.  Why is he trying to bullshit me?  Just own it.  “You’re like the manwhore all other manwhores look up to and want to emulate.  You should wear that badge of honor with pride.”

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” he growls.

      After the night I’ve had, all I want is an honest conversation and to figure out how to better discern the jerks from the guys worth getting to know.  Right now, I’m at a loss.

      I’m ripped out of those thoughts when Rowan’s fingers lock around my upper arm as we grind to a halt on the sidewalk.  Before I realize what’s happening, he drags me closer.  I stumble a few steps before crashing into his chest.  My gaze goes wide as it locks on his.  A harsh look fills his eyes.  One I’ve never seen before.  It has all the saliva drying in my mouth and nerves skittering along my spine.  When my tongue darts out to smudge my lips, his attention falls to the movement.  A mixture of excitement and fear bloom inside me as a strange energy crackles in the air.

      These are exactly the type of feelings I’ve always tried to keep at bay where Rowan is concerned.  It’s as if he’s trying to break through all of my defenses, and I have no idea why.  Emotion crashes within, leaving me to feel off-balance and confused.

      “What are you doing?”  It takes effort to force the question from stiff lips.

      Rowan’s face looms close enough for his warm breath to feather against my skin.  The feel of it shouldn’t be this intoxicating.  It shouldn’t make me want to suck in greedy mouthfuls of him and hold it deep inside.  Anticipation coils tightly in the pit of my belly as everything inside me goes silent.

      “As much as you think you know me, you don’t know shit.”

      That’s not true!

      “We’ve known each other for seven years,” I whisper.  “How can you say that?”

      “Have you ever taken the time to figure out who I am?  I’m talking about the guy buried beneath all the hype.”  He searches my eyes with narrowed ones.  “Sometimes, I think it’s more comfortable for you to pigeonhole me into the persona you’ve created rather than the guy I actually am.”

      I gulp down a fresh burst of nerves.

      This conversation is ridiculous.  I understand exactly who Rowan Michaels is.  I’ve been forced to endure dinner with him once a week for the past three years.  I’ve listened to him and Dad discuss football ad nauseum.  We’ve had classes together almost every semester.

      There is no question in my mind that the guy standing before me is a total player.  Like most of the athletes at Western, he’s spent the better part of his college years partying and sleeping with groupies.  He gets by in his classes because he needs to retain eligibility to play football but has no intention of ever using his degree in the real world.

      So...do I know who Rowan Michaels is?

      Yeah, I’m pretty sure I do.

      I open my mouth to blast him into next week and realize that our faces are scant inches apart.  Air becomes lodged in my throat at the heated look that fills his eyes.  It’s anger mixed with something more potent.  My gaze falls to his lips and everything inside me coils tight.  An image of us in the kitchen on Wednesday forces its way into my brain.  We were standing so close, and I’d wondered if he would kiss me.

      As much as I hate to admit it, I’d wanted him to do it.

      Just when I think Rowan will lean in, and I’ll finally feel the slide of his lips against mine, he takes a hasty step in retreat.  The strong hands gripping my arms fall away, leaving behind an odd kind of regret to fill the emptiness.  I’m so tempted to reach out and drag him closer.  Instead, my hands tighten at my sides.

      I want to say something.

      Something that will smooth over the suffocating tension that vibrates in the cool night air between us, but my mind remains frustratingly blank.

      “Maybe you should take the time and get to know me instead of assuming things that aren’t true.  If you would give me even half a chance, Demi, I might just surprise you.”

      With that, he swings around, stalking down the sidewalk in the direction we’d come from.  For a long moment, I can only stare after him as a strange concoction of emotions crash inside me.

      There’s definitely relief.  And if I’m being honest with myself, a fair amount of disappointment bubbles up as well.

      It’s almost enough to make me forget what I stumbled across at the party.

      Almost.

      But not quite.
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      I’m startled out of a sound sleep when something—or more likely, someone—lands on my chest.  My eyelids fly open, and I stare groggily up at vibrant green eyes that are entirely too awake for—I glance at the digital clock on the nightstand—good lord, it’s not even seven in the morning.

      Sunday morning, I might add.  One of two days I take off from running and allow myself the luxury of sleeping in.  And Sydney ruined it.

      “Why are you awake so early?” I slur.

      “Please, I could hardly sleep a wink last night.”

      “Ugh.”  I attempt to push her off my body and roll onto my side, but Sydney refuses to budge from her perched position on top of me.  “I really don’t want to hear about your sexcapades.”

      “Please, girl.”  She rolls her eyes.  “You would have heard that loud and clear firsthand.”

      She’s right about that.  Her and Ethan are loud as fuck.  It’s like they’re shooting a porno every single time.

      “I’m talking about what happened with you last night.”

      “Me?”  Any sleepiness I’d been clinging to vanishes in the blink of an eye.  “Nothing happened.  What are you talking about?”

      She gives me a—exactly how drunk were you look.  “Um, hello.  There are a shit ton of stories flying all over the place.  I heard about them before I even left the party.”

      Awesome.  Exactly what I want to hear at the butt crack of dawn.  When I remain silent, she pokes me in the chest with a pointy finger.

      “Ow!”  I rub the spot.  Damn!  That hurt.

      She folds her arms across her chest.  “Oh, and thanks for letting me know you were taking off.  Do you have any idea how worried I was about you?”

      “Please,” I snort.  “The last time I checked, Ethan had his tongue shoved so far down your throat, if was like he was doing a strep test.”

      A sly grin curves Sydney’s lips.  “All right, so maybe we went at it a little hard.  But still, you should have let me know.”

      “You’re right, I should have sent you a text.”  I’d been so angry with Justin that it hadn’t occurred to me to inform Sydney I was walking home by myself.  Probably not the smartest decision I’ve ever made.  Usually we stick together at parties.  Girls are always safer when traveling in pairs.

      “Apology accepted.”  Then she redirects the conversation back to the original topic.  “Want to hear the stories?”

      “Are you really giving me a choice in the matter?”

      “Nope.”  Sydney holds up a finger.  “The first one is that you walked in on Justin having a threesome.”

      After last night, I wouldn’t put anything past him, but that definitely didn’t happen.

      “Two.”  A second finger joins the first.  “Rowan beat the shit out of him, and Justin spent the night in the ICU and is now pressing charges.”

      Seriously, people?

      That’s pure lunacy.

      “Neither of those things occurred.”  There wasn’t even a fight, for goodness’ sake.  This is a perfect example of the rumor mill at Western running amuck.

      “Three,” another finger joins the first two, “Justin found you with another guy and went berserk.”

      The corners of Sydney’s lips tremble when I burst out laughing.  Jeez.  Who makes this shit up?  “Trust me, there’s more, but those are the ones I thought could have a shred of truth to them.”

      “It’s all a bunch of bullshit.”

      “Hmmm.”  Her shoulders fall.  “That’s disappointing.”

      “Really?”  I quirk a brow.  “You were hoping Justin got beat up, or one of us was caught up in a cheating scandal?”

      “Maybe.”  She shrugs unapologetically.  “You have to admit, it’s getting kind of lame around here.  We need something to spice things up.”

      There’s no point in holding back what transpired last night.  “Then you’ll be delighted to hear that I walked in on Justin getting a blowie.”

      Her eyes widen.  “From a guy?”

      “No, not a dude!  It was none other than our very own Annica Weber.”

      “No way!”

      “Yup.”  The whole sordid mess leaves a bad taste in my mouth.  Although, not nearly as bad of a taste as Annica had in her mouth last night.  God only knows where his you-know-what has been.

      Sydney collapses onto the mattress next to me before rolling onto her back.  “What a dirty little bitch.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”  There’s a pause.  “Honestly, I don’t give a crap about Justin or what he does.  We weren’t going anywhere as a couple but if he felt the same way, he should have been straight with me instead of hooking up behind my back.”  More like right in front of my face.  “It’s Annica’s behavior that bothers me the most.”  I swivel my head to meet her gaze.  “You know what I mean?”

      “Yeah.  That’s some super shady shit right there.”

      Tell me about it.

      An image of Annica on her knees forces its way into my head.  “You should have seen the way she looked at me, Syd.  It was like she was thrilled that I’d stumbled upon them as if it had been her intent all along.  She didn’t even bother to stop blowing him.  Kept right on going until he pushed her away.”  A shudder of disgust works its way through my body.

      “Seriously?”  Sydney’s brows rise as if even she’s shocked, which is saying something.  She doesn’t bat an eyelash over much.

      “Yup.”  My voice softens.  “I don’t understand what her problem is.”  My brain trips over the past two years.  When Annica had come in as a freshman, she’d been so sweet and nice.  Eager to soak up everything she could learn on the soccer field.  She had shadowed my every move around campus.  She was like the little sister I’d never had but always wanted.  Fast forward two years, and I could have never imagined our relationship would be so contentious.  I’ve done nothing to her.  Certainly nothing to incite this kind of single-minded hatred.  I’m at a loss as to how to change the path we’re careening down.

      A contemplative expression settles over Sydney’s face as she chews her lower lip.  “Do you want my honest opinion?”

      “Of course.”  I steel myself for what will come next.  Sydney isn’t the kind of girl who pulls punches.  Ask her for the truth, and she’ll give you the unvarnished version.  Her unflinching honesty is one of the things I love about her.

      “I think Annica has been eaten alive by the green-eyed monster.  She wants your position on the team.”  When I remain silent, she continues.  “If that girl could skin you alive and wear you as a coat, she would.”

      I scrunch my nose at the vivid image she paints.  “That’s fairly disturbing.”

      “You know what?”  She doesn’t bother waiting for a response.  “Her behavior has been pretty disturbing.”

      Sydney’s right about that.  The situation with Annica has spun out of control.  I’d hoped that if I gave it enough time and didn’t give her the reaction she was looking for, the girl would get bored and move on, but that has yet to happen.  If anything, her behavior has only become more spiteful and ruthless.

      “Dem,” she says, cutting into my thoughts, “you can’t let this slide anymore.  Some of the younger girls already seek her out for advice and look up to her as a leader.  She’ll continue to wreak havoc on this team if you let her.”

      That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.

      When did it all go so wrong?

      When I was named co-captain last season?  Our relationship was definitely tense last year, but I have no idea if that’s what caused the rift.  Now I’m captain and Annica is my co-captain.  I suppose I’d been holding out hope that it would appease her, and she’d settle into her leadership role with more grace.  That hasn’t happened.  At every turn, she attempts to undermine my authority.  I haven’t taken this issue to Coach because I should be able to solve this on my own.  That’s part of the responsibility of being captain.

      What a fucking mess.

      “I’ll talk to her,” I mutter, not looking forward to the conversation.

      Sydney reaches out and tangles her fingers with mine.  “Good.  Now...what do you say to making me breakfast?”  With her other hand, she rubs her toned belly.  “I’m starving.”

      I laugh and shake my head.  “I say you’re crazy.”

      “You’ve known that for a while, and you’re still here.  So, I guess that means you’re stuck with me.”

      I wrap my arms around her and squeeze tight.  Honestly, there’s no one else in life I’d rather be stuck with.  Sydney is my ride or die, which means, I’m on the hook for making breakfast.

      “Eggs or pancakes,” I ask.

      “Both!”

      A chuckle slips free as I shake my head.

      Why am I not surprised?

      Sydney is an all or nothing kind of girl.  And I wouldn’t have her any other way.
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      “Hey, Demi!  Wait up!”

      I stiffen, immediately recognizing the voice.  Instead of slowing down, I tuck my chin against my chest and haul ass, hoping to lose him in the herd of students moving across campus like cattle.  I’m not usually one to run and hide, but I’ll make an exception in this case.

      “Demi!”

      The voice grows louder, and I realize he’s closer than I had originally suspected.

      Crappity...crap, crap, crap.

      When a heavy hand lands on my shoulder, I silently acknowledge that escape isn’t in the cards for me this morning.  A potent concoction of disbelief and anger shoots through me as I attempt to shrug him off.  After finding Justin and Annica together Saturday night, he’s the last person I want touching me.  Honestly, I’m a little surprised he has the nerve to seek me out in the first place.  I had assumed by unspoken agreement we would avoid each other for the rest of the year.

      “Justin.”  Reluctantly I flick my gaze in his direction only to discover that his nose is bruised and swollen.

      That’s new.  It certainly wasn’t like that when I left the party.  My brain whirls, silently trying to figure out what happened.  Is there any truth to the rumors Sydney heard?  Did Rowan get into a fight with Justin after I took off Saturday night?

      He must notice where my attention is focused, because his fingers brush self-consciously over the battered flesh.  Instead of acknowledging the injury, he asks instead, “Do you have a minute to talk?”

      “Not really.”  I hasten my pace.  “I have to get to class.”

      Not taking no for an answer, he quickly says, “I’ll walk with you, and we can talk on the way.”

      Awesome.

      Thankfully, Corbin Hall looms on the horizon.  If I speed walk, I can be there in five minutes, tops.  The less interaction I have with Justin, the better off we’ll both be.  After discovering his extracurricular activities, there’s nothing left to discuss.

      “So,” he clears his throat when I remain stoically silent, “I wanted to apologize again for the other night.”

      The guy is delusional if he thinks we’re going to brush this neatly under the carpet and move on.  What happened wasn’t an accident.  Any hope of us remaining friends has been obliterated.  I don’t even want to look at him.

      “You mean when I stumbled on you getting a blowie from Annica?”

      He has the good grace to flinch at my blunt description.  “Yeah, I’m sorry.  It shouldn’t have happened.”

      No shit, Sherlock.

      “I’m over it.”  I shrug, only wanting to move on with my morning and my life.

      You know what the definition of insanity is?

      Doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different outcome.

      The lesson I’ve learned from this experience is to steer clear of the athletes on campus.  Maybe it’s unfair to paint them all with the same broad-brush stroke, but I’ve been burned too many times in the past.  The guys around here have too many options available.  Every men’s team at Western has their own set of jersey chasers, cleat sniffers, or puck bunnies.

      I’m over the womanizing jocks.  I’ve dated a couple different athletes throughout the years.

      Luke, a hockey goalie.

      Logan, a soccer midfielder.

      Ashton, a breaststroker.

      And Justin...a baseball pitcher.

      And they’ve all turned out to be players.

      In one regard, it’s nice to be with someone who understands the physical demands of playing a sport at a high level.  There’s a dedication that other people can’t comprehend.  But the cheating is the ugly side of it.

      I’m officially tapping out.

      Unaware of the thoughts circling through my head, Justin says, “I wanted to reach out yesterday, but I figured you needed time to cool off.”

      Is he actually suggesting thirty-six hours is enough time to put his cheating into perspective and forgive him?

      That’s not going to happen.  In fact, the more I think about it, the angrier I get.

      When I remain silent, lips pressed into a thin line, he continues.  “I was hoping we could move past my,” there’s a pause, “lapse in judgement and work this out.”

      He’s joking, right?

      “I’m sorry?”  My gaze jerks from the math building to Justin who remains tenaciously at my side.  There’s no way I heard him correctly.

      “I want to move forward with our relationship.  We were really good together.”  He gives me a hopeful smile.  “Instead of letting my indiscretion tear us apart, let’s work to overcome it.  We’ll be a stronger couple in the long run.”

      Holy crap, the guy is serious.  Well, color me stunned.  I didn’t think it was possible for Justin to shock me anymore than he already has, but I was mistaken.  This conversation has totally thrown me for a loop.

      “Why would we do that?”  My brows beetle together as confusion spirals through me.  “It’s not like we were seeing each other for that long.”  I wave a hand in his direction.  “In fact, you’re the one who said we weren’t serious.  And you obviously didn’t like me enough to remain faithful.  So...why bother?  Why not move on?”

      “You’re right, I did say that.  I thought I was being considerate by getting my needs taken care of elsewhere.”

      A snort of disbelief escapes from me.  I just can’t with this guy.

      “I like you, Demi.  A lot.  And I’m human.”

      Is he really playing the human card?

      “I made a mistake,” he continues.  “Can’t you find it in your heart to forgive me?”

      No, I really can’t.  Once trust is broken, it’s almost impossible to earn it back again.  Why is he even fighting for this relationship?

      “Look,” I huff, only wanting to pull the plug on this conversation.  At this point, I regret ever giving Justin a chance.  It was a lapse in judgment on my part.  Deep down, I suspected it wouldn’t work out in the long run, but even I couldn’t have imagined how it would implode.  “I appreciate your apology, but our relationship is over.”  Sure, I could tell him that I was planning to end things before I found him with Annica, but what good would that do?  He needs to accept that my answer is final and move on.

      Relief bursts inside me when I realize we’ve reached Corbin Hall and this conversation, whether he wants it to be or not, is over.  Just like our relationship.

      My gaze reluctantly flickers to Rowan, who lounges outside the brick building.  It’s hardly a surprise to find him swarmed by a group of students vying for his attention.  There’s something about the blond football player that attracts both men and women.  He’s like the sun, and they want to be in his orbit, even if it’s for a moment.  I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I feel the same gravitational pull myself.  There’s an unrelenting energy that refuses to be subdued.  I’ve spent years struggling against the force of it.

      Images from Saturday night crash unwantedly through my head.  Days later, I can almost feel the warm drift of his breath across my lips, and the hope that had spiraled through me when I’d thought he would kiss me.

      Thankfully, that didn’t happen.  It would have only complicated matters.  Already it feels like we’re walking a fine line.

      And yet...it’s not relief that floods through me.

      Our gazes collide, and Rowan’s eyes narrow before shifting to Justin who continues doggedly at my side.

      “Instead of making a snap decision, one you’ll probably regret, why don’t you take a few days to think it over.”

      “That’s not nec—”

      My voice is cut off as I’m yanked against a hard body.

      “You heard her, Fischer,” Rowan snaps, “she doesn’t need more time.  It’s over.”

      Justin presses his lips into a tight line as his expression turns stony.  “Why are you always hovering around, Michaels?”  His narrowed gaze fills with suspicion as he waggles a finger between us.  “Oh.  I get it.  Maybe the reason you’re not interested in working things out with me is because you’ve been sneaking around behind my back!  Maybe that’s why you weren’t interested in spreading your legs.”  Justin stabs a finger in Rowan’s direction.  “You’ve been screwing around with him.”

      My jaw drops at his sudden turnabout, and I rear back as if I’ve been slapped.  I didn’t think it was possible to feel more hurt by his behavior.

      “Do you really believe that?”  My chest constricts, and I’m barely able to force out the question.

      An ugly glint sparks to life in his eyes as he jerks his shoulders.  His voice grows louder, booming over the crowd, attracting more unwanted attention.  “Who are you trying to kid?  Everyone knows you’ve been making your way through the football roster for years.”

      Even though Justin doesn’t mean a damn thing to me, hurt and humiliation flood through me.  Those rumors have always floated around campus.  Every once in a while, they rear their ugly head.  It’s the reason I don’t date football players.  As I glance self-consciously at the people gathered around us, a dull heat creeps into my cheeks.

      “You know that’s not true.”  It takes effort to keep my voice from trembling.  I straighten to my full height, refusing to give Justin the satisfaction of seeing how much damage he’s inflicting.

      Fuck him.  And fuck all these people who think they know me or the truth.

      Justin’s voice escalates as if he sees the writing on the wall and wants to alter the demise of our relationship.

      Rowan’s hands fall from my shoulders as he takes a step in Justin’s direction.  “Keep running your mouth, Fischer, and I’ll give you a shiner to go along with your busted nose.”

      I grab hold of Rowan’s arm to keep him from advancing any further.  The two of them getting into a fight will only draw more unwelcome attention to the situation.  And I don’t want Rowan suffering any consequences on my behalf.  I’m more than capable of handling my own problems.  And Justin has turned out to be one hell of a problem.  One who wasn’t worth nearly the trouble he’s set on causing.

      “Don’t,” I whisper, attempting to keep my voice devoid of emotion, “he’s not worth it.”

      Rowan’s gaze snaps in my direction.  “You’re right...he’s not, but you are.”

      Justin snorts, reluctantly drawing my focus to him.  “Maybe if I were a football player, you would be more willing to spread those pretty thighs.”

      That ugly comment is all it takes to snap the last of Rowan’s control.  Without warning, he leaps forward.  Before he can get his hands on Justin, the baseball player retreats, disappearing through the throng of onlookers.  My heart thunders painfully under my breast.

      “That guy is a real douche,” Rowan mutters, narrowed gaze searching the thick crowd as if he’s contemplating going after him.

      Yeah, tell me something I don’t know.  Although, I didn’t realize what a complete jackass he was until this latest confrontation.  Had I understood it sooner, I could have saved myself a shit ton of humiliation.  Lesson learned the hard way.  After this debacle, it’s going to take a long time for me to trust another guy.  In fact, maybe a lengthy break from the opposite sex would be the best thing.

      “Are you all right?” Rowan asks, knocking me from my turbulent thoughts.

      Before I can summon an answer, his strong arms wrap around my body before tugging me close.  It’s oh-so-tempting to sink into the warm comfort, squeeze my eyes shut, and pretend this has been nothing more than an ugly nightmare that will disintegrate in my memory come morning.  Unfortunately, doing that will only feed the gossip that is probably, at this very moment, spreading across campus like wildfire.

      Instead of burying my face against his steely strength, I force myself to glance at the people who continue to stare wide-eyed.  Embarrassment flags my cheeks, flooding them with heat.  Loud whispers ripple through the group.

      Don’t these people have anything better to do than stand around and gawk?

      Apparently not.

      Knowing that I can’t stay in his arms, I push away from Rowan, needing to separate myself.  Ugly speculation is already running rampant.  I certainly don’t need to add fuel to the fire.  I’ve suffered enough mortification for one morning.

      “We should probably get to class,” I mutter.

      With my head lowered, I slink toward Corbin Hall.  Rowan stays steadfast at my side.  Somewhere in the back of my brain, I realize he’s trying to be supportive, but his attentive manner only makes matters worse.  The knowing whispers and snickers burn the tips of my ears.

      As we reach the doors, Rowan stretches around me, grabbing hold of the metal handle before pulling it open.  My brain churns as we silently move through the crowded corridor.  Relief fills me as we make it to the small lecture hall, and I’m able to slip into the last row.  At least I won’t have to feel a dozen pair of eyes drilling into the back of my head for the next fifty minutes.  With any luck, this will blow over in a day or so.  A huff escapes from my lips as I slump onto a chair.

      When Rowan moves to settle next to me, I mumble, “Would you mind sitting somewhere else?”  My gaze flickers over our classmates who already fill the room.  Half of them are swiveled around and staring in our direction.  Speculation fills their eager faces as if they’re waiting for us to add to the drama that unfolded outside.  I’ll be damned if I give them anything more to salivate over.

      Hurt flashes in Rowan’s eyes, leaving me to feel like a first-class jerk.  It’s on the tip of my tongue to apologize, but I can’t push out the words.

      When I remain silent, he mutters, “Yeah, sure.  No problem.”

      From the corner of my eye, I watch as he slides to the end of the row before walking down the carpeted staircase.  A few girls wave, trying to capture his attention before calling him over to an unoccupied desk.

      My belly pinches with unwanted jealousy.  His expression transforms and he smiles, focusing on the trio of girls.  It should be a relief that he’s taken the hint and is no longer at my side.  Without us putting on a show, people have already lost interest and are turning away.

      Whether Rowan understands it or not, I did what needed to be done.  Neither of us want the rumor mill churning at our expense.

      And yet, that knowledge only makes me feel worse.
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      This has turned out to be one hell of a shitty day.  Someone needs to explain how Justin is the one who cheated, and yet, he’s managed to turn everything around and make me the bad guy in this fucked up scenario.  Instead of his name being on everyone’s lips, it’s mine.

      The sidelong glances I’ve been getting from people I don’t even know is ridiculous.  At first, I told myself it was nothing more than my imagination.  But it’s become clear throughout the morning that isn’t the case.  I keep hearing my name paired with Rowan and the team.  Apparently, I’ve been a busy girl and screwed every single one of them.  Lord knows how I have time for so much sex with both school and soccer.

      Unsure what to do, I escaped to the only place capable of making me feel better.

      I lay on my back in the middle of the stadium field and stare up at the bright blue canvas of sky stretched out overhead.  Normally, I would grab something to eat between my second and third class, but there was no way I was walking into the Union without reinforcements.

      My fingers stroke absently over the turf as I try to settle all of the rioting emotion inside me.  I’ve never been one to let petty bullshit bother me, but what’s happening right now stings.  I foolishly allowed the person into my life who set all of this into motion.  Instead of being apologetic and taking responsibility for his bad behavior, Justin would rather make me out to be the villain in this scenario.

      Every once in a while, the football rumors will rear their ugly head.  When they do, I’m always worried that Dad will catch wind of them.  He’s never come out and said I couldn’t date any of the guys on the team.  It’s more of an unspoken rule.  If I were to get together with one of his players, it would only complicate matters.  Not only between me and my dad, but him and the guys.  So, I’ve always done what’s best for everyone and steered clear.

      And yet, here we are.

      Again.

      A heavy sigh escapes from my lips.

      “Is it really that bad?”

      Rowan’s deep voice knocks me from my thoughts.  I blink against the harsh sunlight, shielding my eyes as he drops down beside me.  An uncomfortable silence settles over us.  One I’m unsure how to break.  I’m embarrassed by my earlier behavior.  I know he was only trying to help.

      “Why are you here?”  Practice is never scheduled for this time of day.

      His voice softens.  “Because I know you’re upset about what that jackass said, and I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

      The concern filling his voice only makes me feel worse.  Rowan is being so damn nice, and I don’t deserve it after the way I treated him.

      The guilt nearly swallows me whole, and I force myself to say, “Sorry for asking you to move in stats.  I shouldn’t have done that.”

      Rowan stretches out beside me.  His head is only a few inches from mine.  The tips of our fingers touch but don’t entwine.  And yet, I’m acutely aware of them.

      Of him.

      All it would take is a slight movement, and we would be holding hands.  The temptation that crashes over me only serves to confuse me more.  If I’m being completely honest with myself, I’m ridiculously aware of Rowan on every level.  I’m hyperaware of the way his chest rises and falls with each inhalation.  No one has ever made me feel like this, and I’m uncertain what to do with it.

      “It wasn’t a big deal.”  His voice drops, becoming rough and low.  “I understand why you did it.”

      And yet, the hurt that had flashed across his face tells a different story.

      “I shouldn’t have.  You were only trying to help.  The rumors have circulated before, and I’m sure they’ll make the rounds again before I graduate.”  I’ve enjoyed going to school here and playing soccer, but the gossip is one thing I won’t miss.

      “Justin is an asshole for turning everything around on you.”

      True story.

      “Yup, he is.”  For the umpteenth time, regret flickers through me.  “I wish I’d realized it sooner.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”

      I rotate my head until our gazes can lock.  A small smile simmers on his face.

      “Please, you’ve never liked any of the guys I’ve dated.”

      “Can I help it if you have terrible taste in men?”

      “Oh, really?”  My brows shoot up across my forehead.  I’m about to argue when I slam my mouth shut.  He’s right.  I have shitty taste in men which is exactly why none of my previous relationships have worked out.

      “Fine.  If there comes a time when I’m ready to date, I’ll let you pick out the next victim.  You couldn’t possibly do any worse than me.”

      “I’ll hold you to it,” he shoots back.  “Although, you might be surprised by who I choose.”

      The scrape of his deep voice sends a fresh wave of nerves cascading down my spine.  The way his blue eyes sharpen on me has the bottom of my belly hollowing out.

      A heavy silence descends.

      He raises a brow in challenge.  “Not going to ask who I have in mind?”

      It’s a loaded question, and we both realize it.  I’m not quite ready to go there.  Not when I’m still licking the wounds Justin needlessly inflicted earlier this morning.  When neither of us takes the conversation further, the thick tension permeating the air gradually recedes, leaving behind a surprising tranquility as we lay stretched out in the middle of the football field.  It feels as if something unidentifiable has shifted but I’m not sure what; or even how it happened.

      After about five minutes, I clear my throat and force out the rest.  “I also wanted to thank you for coming to my defense.  You didn’t need to get involved.”

      When he turns his head, I do the same until our gazes collide.  Confusion furrows his brow.  “Why wouldn’t I?”

      I jerk my shoulders and try to come up with a plausible explanation before finally admitting the truth.  “I guess we’ve never really been friends.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed.”  A heartbeat passes.  “Why do you think that is?”

      I suck my bottom lip into my mouth and chew it thoughtfully before refocusing my attention on the cloudless sky overhead.  It feels as if I’m walking through a minefield.  One wrong answer could blow me to smithereens.

      When I remain silent, he says, “Demi?”  A strange urgency fills his voice.  One that brings the tension that always seems to simmer beneath the surface back full force.  He rolls onto his side so that his head is propped up by his palm, and he’s able to stare down at me.

      My tongue darts out to moisten my lips.  “I don’t know...”

      How can I explain that I’m frightened by the intense energy we always generate?  That I’ve never experienced this level of attraction with anyone else.  Maybe it’s one-sided, and he’s unaware of it.  Somehow, it would be worse if he did feel it because there’s not a damn thing that can happen.  Rowan is Dad’s star quarterback.  And I’m the coach’s daughter.  I’m not the type of person who believes rules are in place to be broken.

      “I think you do, and I want you to tell me,” he urges.  When I fail to respond, he continues.  “You’ve always kept me at arm’s length.  Are you finally going to tell me why?”

      “That’s not true,” I whisper.  But Rowan is right, that’s exactly what I do.

      A knowing smile settles on his lips.  “Yeah, it is.  And I get the feeling it’s purposeful.”

      It’s shocking to realize how much he’s noticed throughout the years.  Too scared to reveal the truth, I scramble to come up with an alternative that’s believable.  “I’m not sure you’ll understand...”

      The intensity of his stare never wavers.  “Try me.”

      I inhale before carefully expelling it from my lungs.  “Sometimes it feels like we’re in competition with each other.”

      When that statement is met with a deafening silence, I flick my gaze nervously to him.

      His brows slam together.  Whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it.  “I don’t understand.  How are we in competition?”

      If only it were possible to abort this uncomfortable conversation.  One look at his face tells me that he won’t drop it easily.  So, I force myself to continue, only wanting to get it over with.  As much as I don’t want to share this with him, it’s better than revealing the truth.  The little bit of peace I had managed to find at the stadium has now been shattered by Rowan’s presence, and it’s doubtful I’ll be able to find it again.

      “Throughout my dad’s career as a coach, players have come and gone from his life.  Once they graduate, he always stays in touch, but none have become a part of our lives the way you have.”  I shrug self-consciously.  “You’re probably the closest thing my dad will have to a son.”  The sentiment is like an arrow through my heart because it is unflinchingly true.

      Emotion crashes over his handsome features.

      Happiness.

      Longing.

      And finally, understanding.

      “Demi.”  The way he says my name strums something deep inside.  His voice drops, sounding as if it’s been scraped from the bottom of the ocean.  “You have to know how much Coach loves you.”

      “I do,” I cut in, cheeks flaming with humiliation.  I sound like a jealous, spoiled brat, and I hate it.  That’s not who I am.

      There has never been a time in my life when I didn’t think my father loved me.  But I also realize that he probably wishes I’d been a boy.  One who he could share his passion for football with—a son who would follow in his footsteps.  That’s the kind of relationship he has with Rowan.  There’s an unbreakable bond between them.  One I’m not part of.

      I startle when Rowan strokes his fingers against the curve of my jaw.

      “No one means more to him than you.  He’s always talking about what an amazing soccer player you are, and that you might try out for the National Women’s Soccer League.  Or how smart you are, and that you have a near four-point GPA.”  Before I can interrupt, he continues.  “You are the most important person in his life.”

      My heart swells, and a thick lump settles in my throat, making it impossible to suck in oxygen.  I know my dad loves me but to hear everything Rowan is saying is like a balm for my soul.  Especially after the morning I’ve had.

      “You might not realize this, but I owe everything to your father.  Coach was there when I needed a strong male hand to guide me.  Without him,” he jerks his shoulders as uncertainty fills his eyes, “I don’t know where I would be.”

      There’s a naked vulnerability in his expression.  One that knocks me off-balance and takes me by surprise.  There has never been a time when Rowan and I have opened up to one another like this.  I’ve always been so careful to keep our relationship at a surface level.  It was so much easier that way.  But that, I realize with a punch to the gut, is no longer possible.

      It’s only now that we’ve torn down some of the walls, and I’m able to see him with clear eyes, I realize how little I know about Rowan’s background.  I search my memory, going back to when my father first scouted him.  The only thing I remember hearing about was the fourteen-year-old kid with one hell of an arm.  I met him right before freshman year of high school, and Rowan has been a permanent fixture in my life ever since.

      I’ve never questioned the reason for that.

      Is his family in the picture?  Does he even have one?

      If you asked me about his football stats, I could rattle them off because I’ve heard him and my father discuss them ad nauseum.  But personal information?  I don’t have a clue.  It’s a giant void.

      “What about your parents?”  He mentioned needing a strong male hand, does that mean his father wasn’t in the picture?

      All of a sudden, curiosity eats away at me, and I’m hungry for more information.

      A dark shadow flickers across his face before his expression turns guarded.  “What about them?”

      I blink, surprised by his reaction.  Now that we’re finally digging deep and sharing personal information, I wasn’t expecting him to clam up.  “I don’t know...do you see them often?”

      “Nope.”  He bites out the word and shifts as if uncomfortable with the direction our conversation has swerved in.

      “Why not?”  I’m slammed with a thought, and my eyes widen.  Barely can I force out the question.  “Are they...dead?”

      “No.”  He shakes his head as his voice softens.  “They’re both still very much alive.”

      From his expression, I can’t tell if that’s a good thing or not.

      “But you don’t have much contact with them?”  What I really want is for Rowan to open up on his own and explain to me why my father is a surrogate to him when it’s obvious he has his own family.

      Instead he says, “It’s a complicated situation.”

      “Oh.”

      What has become clear from our brief conversation is that Rowan isn’t comfortable when it comes to discussing his past.  I suppose I should respect that.  It only proves that Rowan and I aren’t friends.  If we were, opening up wouldn’t be so difficult.  And maybe that’s for the best.  The two of us becoming all buddy-buddy—or more—would only complicate matters, and that’s the last thing I need.

      Another silence descends, and I allow my eyelids to drift closed.  The heat of the sun strokes over my cheeks.  There’s something soothing about the warmth.  It’s like getting a straight shot of vitamin D.

      I’m startled out of my drowsy state when he says quietly, “If you don’t want me to come to dinner anymore or hang around with your dad, I get it.”  There’s a pause.  “I don’t have a problem backing away.  I didn’t realize it bothered you so much.”

      When my eyelids feather open, it’s to find Rowan staring down at me.  There’s an intensity filling his eyes that leaves me feeling slightly winded.  It blows open the door I was attempting to slam shut.

      “I don’t want to cause a problem between you two,” he adds when I remain silent.

      The possibility of him withdrawing from our lives—from my life—is enough to send a sliver of fear scampering down my spine.  “That’s not what I want.”

      He searches my gaze carefully as if it’s possible to sift through my thoughts and discover the truth for himself.  “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      A sigh of relief escapes from my lips when he changes the subject.  “Can we meet up at the library tonight and work on the stats assignment?”

      Right.

      Tutoring.

      “Yeah.”  Mentally I go over my schedule for the remainder of the day.  “Does seven o’clock work?”  When he nods, I add, “East wing of the second floor near the Curriculum Collection?”

      He gives me a bemused look, and I shrug self-consciously.  “What?  I’ve studied there enough times to know it’s quiet.”

      I spend a lot of time at the library.  There’s something about the peacefulness and being surrounded by all those books that helps me focus.  When Dad asks me to tutor some of the guys, that’s my go-to place.

      “All right,” he says, “it’s a date.”

      My eyes widen, and I shake my head.  “What—no!  We’re just studying—”

      “Relax, Richards.”  A grin flashes across his face.  “It was a figure of speech.”

      “Oh.”  I force out a nervous chuckle.  “Right, I knew that.”

      Rowan pops easily to his feet.  The way he stares down at me makes my skin buzz.  Our gazes lock and hold.  Some unidentifiable emotion flickers in his deep-blue depths before disappearing, and he stretches out a hand for me to take hold of.  The moment I place my fingers in his, a zip of electricity sizzles through me.  With barely any effort at all, he pulls me to my feet.  My hand stays enveloped in his larger one as my gaze searches his.

      Does he feel the connection humming between us, or is it only in my imagination?

      Then again, does it really matter?

      Nothing can happen.

      Those thoughts are like a bucket of cold water dumped over my head, and I take a hasty step in retreat.  As I do, our hands drift apart before falling back to our sides.

      I have a strict no-footballer rule in place, and it’s more important than ever I stick to it.
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      “Can you believe that girl?” Sydney mutters as we sit on the turf and stretch before practice.

      I don’t bother to ask who she’s talking about; I already know.  She reserves that particular level of disdain for very few people.

      Unable to help myself, I glance toward the sideline only to see Annica talking with Coach Adams.  Every once in a while, the auburn-haired girl will reach out to touch his bare forearm.  It’s a harmless caress, barely perceptible.

      Except...I know it’s not.

      The way she smiles, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear and laughing, tells me it’s anything but innocent.

      When I remain silent, Sydney continues to seethe next to me.  Any moment, she’ll begin to foam at the mouth.  “Does she seriously think that if she flirts hard enough with Coach, he’ll make her a starter?”

      Yeah...that’s exactly what she thinks.  I only hope our coach isn’t gullible enough to fall for her doe-eyed behavior.  It’s not in my nature to see the worst in people, but over the last year, Annica has proven herself to be manipulative.  I would be an idiot not to keep a close eye on her.  Maybe Sydney is right, and I can be too trusting where my friends are concerned, but she’s burned me enough times to warrant my caution.

      “Ignore her.”  It takes effort to drag my gaze away and focus on stretching out my quads.  I’ve got enough to worry about without adding Annica to the mess.  Rumors are still swirling through campus.

      Coach blows his whistle, and we get to work.  For the next two hours, we run through drills and then scrimmage.  Even though Annica and I are on the same team, she continuously knocks into me, trying to steal the ball before I have a chance to get off a good kick.  The last one I send toward the net is easily caught by Sasha.

      Goddamn it!

      My placement would be better if I hadn’t been trying to fight off the redhead.

      “You need to work together, ladies!” Coach bellows from the sidelines.  “Teamwork makes the dream work!”

      It might be a cheesy cliché, but it’s true.  We won’t get anywhere if we’re battling each other instead of the other team.  I place my hands on my hips to catch my breath.  Annica shoots me a nasty look as she stalks past.

      We scrimmage for another twenty minutes before Coach blows his whistle.  “That’s enough for today.  Hit the showers.”

      A few of the younger girls gather around Annica as we walk to the locker room.  I’ve had enough of her antics.  Instead of being one team, there are factions.

      We have Team Annica and Team Demi.

      This behavior is so immature.  If Annica and I can’t come together and find a way to coexist, I’m not sure we’ll make it to the playoffs, let alone championship.  As much as I hate the idea of a confrontation, there’s no longer a way around it.

      “I’ll meet you in the locker room,” I tell Sydney.  When she raises her brows, I add, “There’s something I need to take care of.”

      “It’s about damn time.  Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?  I can be the muscle.”  She makes a show of cracking her knuckles.  “Your intimidation factor.”

      I snort at the image she makes.  Sydney can definitely be daunting.  As much as I appreciate the offer, I shake my head.  “No.  It would be better if Annica and I had a private convo.”

      “All right,” she mutters, as if unsure that’s a wise choice.

      Before Sydney is able to talk me out of my decision, I seek the other girl out on the field and raise my voice.  “Annica?”

      My auburn-haired teammate turns and glares.  The icy look is full of hatred.  A shiver of unease scuttles down my spine.  For the umpteenth time, I can’t help but wonder what I did to have all this loathing aimed in my direction.  I’ve never been anything but nice to her and all the girls.  I dealt with enough cliquey behavior in high school and never wanted it to be like that on this team.

      I jerk my head toward the empty field.  “Let’s talk.”  It’s not a question.  We’re too far beyond that.

      Annica purses her lips as if she wants to give me the finger and tell me to get bent.  One glance at our coaches has her stomping over to me.

      When she’s five feet away, she grinds to a halt and folds her arms across her chest.  “What do you want?”

      All right then.  If I were under the delusion that she might actually apologize for sucking my boyfriend off last weekend, that notion is thrown right out the window.  There’s not a trace of regret or embarrassment in her expression.  If anything, it’s like I’m the one who has done something wrong.  I really don’t know what to make of this girl.  I’ve never dealt with anyone like her before.

      “Well,” I clear my throat, momentarily thrown off by the sparks of anger flying from her eyes, “I wanted to talk to you about what happened on the field.”

      She shifts her weight as boredom settles over her expression.  “Okay.  What happened?”

      Seriously?

      Is it really too much to expect that we act like the grown-ass adults we’re supposed to be?

      I draw in a steady inhalation and fight for patience.  I’m not someone who easily loses my temper, but Annica pushes every single one of my buttons.  In a perfect world, I would simply avoid the girl, but that’s not possible when we play for the same team.  She won’t be the reason I quit soccer.  Once the season is over, we can part ways.  Until then, we have to peacefully coexist.

      Maybe Annica likes to play games, but that’s not how I operate.  I refuse to be dragged into any more of them.  The only way to handle this is to cut right to the chase.  “You’ve made it more than obvious that you don’t like me.”  Before she can cut me off, I continue.  “And that’s fine.  We don’t have to be best friends or even like each other, but we do need to play together.  I think we both want the same thing, and that’s to win as many games as possible this season and take home a championship.”  I pause, allowing the sentiment to sink in.  “Is it possible for us to put aside our differences and work together as a team from here on out?”

      Not that Annica deserves it, but I’m trying to be a good leader and extend an olive branch.  Unfortunately, I can’t do it alone.  Annica needs to let go of her anger and meet me halfway.

      Thick tension crackles in the air as a myriad of expressions flicker across her face.  I have no idea if anything I’ve said has resonated with her.  A tiny burst of hope rises in me as she takes a step forward, closing some of the distance that separates us.  Instead of giving me a tentative smile, the edges of her lips sink into an ugly scowl as her eyes narrow.

      Any hope I’d been harboring bursts like an overinflated balloon.  I don’t need to hear her response to realize my words have fallen on deaf ears.  I should have known that sorting out our issues wouldn’t be that easy.  Nothing with this girl is simple.  By the furious expression twisting her normally pretty features, it becomes clear that I underestimated how deep her loathing goes.  I would be lying if I didn’t admit I’m a little taken aback by the hatred.

      My muscles stiffen as she takes another quick step in my direction until we’re practically standing toe to toe.  I’m tempted to retreat but refuse to give her the satisfaction of thinking she can intimidate me.

      “You’re right.  I don’t like you.  I’ve never liked you.”  A nasty smile flits across her face.  “Guess what?  Most of the girls on the team don’t.  You think you’re so damn special, but the truth of the matter is that you’re not nearly as good as you think you are.  If you had any brains whatsoever, you would do us all a favor and quit.”

      What the fuck?

      My mouth drops open as my heart riots painfully beneath my ribcage.  Her behavior on Saturday night pales in comparison to the vitriol pouring from her mouth.

      My mind blanks.

      When I remain silent, a victorious light fills her eyes.  “The fact that you’re a captain and a starter is the biggest joke of all.”  Her upper lip curls maliciously.  “You strut around like you’re some big shit when you’re really nothing.  It’s pathetic.  Know what the funniest thing is?”  Before I can answer, she continues.  “Everyone seems to know it but you.”

      Air gets clogged in my throat.  It’s as if I’m being suffocated from the inside out.

      Ever since I started playing soccer when I was four years old, I’ve poured my heart and soul into the game.  I wasn’t one of those kids who tried a bunch of different sports before finally settling on one.  It’s always been my first love.  I’ve played on a handful of different travel teams and then for my high school.  When I was applying to college, I had several offers from Division I schools.  I chose Western because the academics were top-notch, and the women’s team consistently ranked in the top two programs in their division.  I didn’t come in as a starter freshman year.  I earned my position through hard work and dedication.

      How dare she insinuate otherwise!

      It takes a few moments before I’m able to find my voice.  “Excuse me?  Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “Oh, I know exactly who I am.  I also know I’m more talented than you.”  She shoves a hand against my shoulder, knocking me back a step.  “The only reason you’re anything on this team is because of your daddy.”  She smirks.  “Not only does everyone know it, but they also resent the hell out of it.”

      Heat slams into my cheeks.  “My father has nothing to do with my position or being captain!”

      “Is that what you really think?”  She rolls her eyes and waves a hand toward the locker room.  “Everyone knows that daddy is the one who secured you the spot.”

      Rage bubbles up inside me.

      I take a step forward, unwilling to back down or be intimidated by this girl who is nothing more than a loudmouth bully.  “I’ve spent three years earning my position on this team.  No one handed me anything.  I’ve put in the time, and I’ve worked hard.  Maybe you should try that instead of flirting with the coach and causing dissension on the team.”

      Her eyes narrow as if she wasn’t expecting me to slap back.  “I’ve got more talent in my pinkie than you’ll ever have.”

      “Oh yeah?”  I raise my brows.  “Then prove it!  If you’re so damn good, take my position away through talent on the field instead of constantly running your mouth and trying to turn my teammates against me.”

      She bares her teeth like a feral animal.  “When I’m done with you, you’ll wish you never picked up a soccer ball in the first place.”

      “Good luck with that, Annica.  Right now, the only thing I wish I’d never done is befriend you.”

      Unwilling to argue with her anymore, I stride away, leaving her to stand alone on the field.  It’s only after I distance myself that I realize my hands are shaking.  Even though it needed to happen, I hate confrontations.  The only good thing to come out of this conversation is that we know exactly where we stand with each other.  For better or worse, it’s all out in the open.  If I’d hoped we could put our differences aside and finish out this season as a united team, that notion has been blown to shit.  Annica won’t be happy until she wipes me off the face of the earth.

      And I refuse to go down quietly without a fight.
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      After the day I’ve had, the library is the last place I want to be.  I feel like hammered horseshit.  My run-in with Justin this morning and then Annica this afternoon has wiped me out emotionally.  As tempting as it was to cancel my tutoring session with Rowan, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.  The conversation at the stadium this afternoon has shifted our relationship.  He was there when I needed someone and stood up to Justin.  If he needs help with stats, then the least I can do is return the favor.

      As soon as my confrontation with Annica pushes its way into my brain, I’m once again taken aback by the viciousness of her comments.  Over the last year, I’ve become increasingly aware that there was a problem between us.  Never in my wildest dreams did I realize she harbored so much hatred for me.  It’s a little disturbing.  All right, maybe more than a little.

      Even though I know exactly how hard I’ve worked to get where I am and that I’ve earned my position on the team as both a starter and a captain, the ugliness she hurtled earlier gnaws at my insides.  Doubt mushrooms up inside me.  It's stupid.  I’ve never questioned myself before.  So why am I listening to anything she has to say now?

      And yet, the vitriol she spewed circles viciously at the back of my brain, refusing to be banished.

      “Hey.”

      The deep voice has me blinking out of my thoughts as Rowan slides onto the chair situated next to me.  For the first time in my life, it’s a relief to see him.  His presence forces me out of my own head.  And right now, I need that more than ever.

      “Hi.”  I hoist my smile and attempt to shove everything to the outer recesses of my brain.

      Rowan settles on the chair and pulls out his book and notebook from his backpack before carefully searching my eyes.  His brow furrows.  It’s as if he’s able to pick through all of the private thoughts I’m trying to shove deep down inside.  He doesn’t know me that well.  He shouldn’t be able to read me so easily.  “Are you all right?”

      His unexpected concern throws me off-kilter.  “Yeah.”  Rather than tell him the truth, I say, “I’m fine.”

      A hard glint enters his eyes, and the easy-going expression he had been wearing vanishes.  “You didn’t have another run-in with Justin, did you?”

      “No.”

      “What then?”  His jaw tightens as stubbornness settles over his features.  “It’s obvious something happened.”

      Even though some of the barriers standing between us have been chipped away, that doesn’t necessarily mean I want to spill my guts.  Maybe, deep down, I’m afraid that Annica is right, and my father has something to do with the success I’ve found at Western.  Not once have I ever considered the possibility.  Now that she’s breathed life into the idea, I can’t stop from worrying there could be a kernel of truth to it.

      “Demi, answer me.”  His voice drops, becoming more commanding.

      My teeth sink into my lower lip as I glance away.  “It’s nothing.”

      His fingers wrap around my thigh before giving it a gentle squeeze.  Electricity sizzles through me at the innocuous contact.  “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on and let me determine that for myself?”

      I huff out a breath and try to steer the conversation back to safer terrain.  “We’re supposed to be working on statistics, not talking about all the crap going on in my life.”

      “I thought we’d decided earlier that we’re friends?”

      A second ticks by as I consider the prospect.  Is that what we are now?

      Friends?

      After spending so many years holding him at a distance, it’s a strange concept to wrap my mind around.

      When I remain silent, he continues, “Friends talk to one another when there’s a problem.  And we’re friends, right?”

      I don’t know...are we?

      I jerk my head into a tight nod.  For better or worse, I suppose that’s the path we’re now careening down.

      He squeezes my thigh for a second time.  The heat of his handprint becomes singed into my bare flesh for all eternity.  “Then tell me what’s going on.”

      I press my lips together, fighting the strange need I have to confide in him.  When I can’t hold it in any longer, all the details pour out.  Every poisonous dart that Annica hurtled in my direction.  Heat flames my cheeks as I purge it from my body.  Sydney had drilled me for the details on our way home from practice, and while I told her most of it, I’d glossed over the ugliest parts.  The ones that leave me questioning my own talent.  It sucks how one little comment can fill you with so much self-doubt.

      When my shoulders finally slump and everything has been released into the atmosphere, Rowan’s expression turns thunderous.  “She really said all that to you?”

      I jerk my head.

      “You know it’s a bunch of bullshit, right?”

      Is it?

      Dad is the highest-paid coach in the conference.  Every two years, the university renews his contract.  It’s important they keep him happy.  The football team brings in a lot of money for Western.  Money that allows professors to continue with their research.  Over the years, Dad has fielded offers from several top-notch programs throughout the country.  He’s always been happy here, so he’s never given them any serious consideration.

      But...what if I’m part of the equation?

      What if Dad hasn’t considered leaving because deals were made under the table on my behalf?

      My heart stutters at the possibility.  As much as I’m loath to admit it, Annica has done the one thing I never thought possible.  She’s shaken my confidence.

      If I found out that Dad had something to do with me being a starter or a captain, I would be beyond humiliated.  I wouldn’t deserve to play the game at this level and would be forced to quit.  It would take away all of my achievements.

      When I remain silent, Rowan closes the distance between us.  “Demi?”

      I snap back to the conversation.  “Yeah, I do.”

      “But?”  He raises his brows, clearly picking up on the uncertainty weaving its way through my voice.

      I hate that I’ve let her fuck with my head.  As an athlete, the worst thing you can do is allow an opponent to get to you.  Even though we’re on the same team, we’re adversaries.

      “Ninety-nine percent of me doesn’t believe it, but there’s that tiny one percent that can’t let it go.  That wonders if my father is part of the reason I’m on the team or was made a captain.”  My heart lurches as I give voice to the thoughts racing through my head.

      “I’ve watched you play.  There’s no way that’s possible.  Everything you’ve achieved is because of your hard work and commitment to the sport.  It has nothing to do with Coach.”

      Rowan’s voice is filled with so much certainty.  I wish I felt that secure in my own abilities and could easily brush off the comments.  Let them go in one ear and out the other.

      “This girl sounds jealous.  She’s trying to knock you off your game.  Don’t let her do it.”

      My lips lift into a slight smile.  “Now you sound like Sydney.”

      How is it possible that Rowan Michaels—of all people—has made me feel better about this situation?  A week ago, I could have never imagine confiding something so personal.  And yet, here we are.  It’s a little unnerving how quickly relationships can morph into something different.

      He flashes me a grin.  “Sydney is a smart girl.  Maybe you should listen to her.  She seems to know what she’s talking about.”

      I snort as some of the heaviness weighing me down vanishes, leaving a surprising lightness in its place.  “I doubt you’d say that if you knew what she’s encouraged me to do over the years.”

      “That might be so, but in this instance, her assessment is spot-on.  This Annica chick sounds jealous.”

      “I don’t know.”  That’s the one thing I can’t wrap my head around.  Annica is a talented player.  There’s no reason for jealousy.  If she spent more time focusing on soccer and stopped trying to create drama where there is none, she could be better than I am.

      When the younger girl came in as a freshman, I was blown away by her raw talent.  I figured at some point; she would surpass me in skill.  Instead of being threatened, I befriended her and tried to help her grow as a player.  If she’s fallen short of her own expectations, that’s on her.

      “Well, I do.  Hopefully now that you’ve pulled her aside, she’ll lay off.”

      As much as I want to believe that Annica will let go of her animosity and let bygones be bygones, I don’t think that will be the case.  This seems more like a battle to the death.

      Much like earlier this afternoon when we were stretched out on the football field, a strange calmness falls over me.  Hashing out this problem with Rowan has helped me to feel more settled.  Nothing has been solved, but all the noise in my head is more of a whisper.

      How is it possible that in the course of one day, I’ve had two conversations with Rowan that have had more depth than any we’ve had in the seven years we’ve known each other?

      And it’s actually been...dare I say...nice?

      Yeah, I just admitted it.  We’re spending time together, and I’m actually enjoying it.  Trust me, no one could be more surprised by this turn of events.  And it kind of makes me want to...I don’t know...spend more time with him?

      Oh, boy.

      I clear my throat and try to banish all the peculiar feelings attempting to take root inside me before I force my gaze to the statistics book splayed open on the table.  “It’s getting late.  We should probably get started.”

      For the next hour, we move painstakingly through each problem that Professor Peters assigned this morning in class.  Rowan scoots his chair closer until his thigh brushes against mine.  I become hyperaware of his woodsy aftershave and the cedarwood scent of the shampoo he must have used after practice.  The combination is oddly distracting, and I find myself leaning in to suck in a greedy lungful of him.  When I catch myself doing it for the third time, I jerk away and refocus my thoughts.

      The realization of why I’ve gone out of my way to avoid him hits me like a Mack Truck.  He makes me feel things I’m not necessarily comfortable with.  In the past, I’ve convinced myself that I found him annoying.  Now that we’ve scratched beneath the surface of our relationship, I can finally admit that it’s not true.  It was all a smokescreen.  A way to keep myself separated from him.  What I’ve come to understand is that I actually like Rowan.

      More than I thought possible.

      More than I want to.

      And definitely more than I should.

      Today, unfortunately, has been a day for revelations.

      “There.”  Unaware of the disturbing thoughts crashing around inside my head, Rowan slides the notebook toward me to check his work.

      I blink and focus on the problem that swims before my eyes.  It takes far more effort than necessary to work through the steps.  “Yup,” I say, slightly rattled by the emotions flooding through me, “you got it.”

      When the edges of his lips quirk, something dangerous pings at the bottom of my belly.  His eyes darken, and my breath gets trapped at the back of my throat making it impossible to breathe.  He draws closer until I’m able to decipher all the stunning flecks that make up the ocean-like color.  Saturday night slams into my consciousness, and I recall what it felt like to be pressed against the steely strength of his body.

      How I’d wanted him to kiss me, and the disappointment that had flooded through me when he backed away.  The library, with its rows of shelves and desks that line the perimeter, fade to the background until it’s only the two of us.  He’s all I see.  All I’m aware of.  My head turns fuzzy from lack of oxygen.  It’s a strange sensation, but one that’s not entirely unpleasant.  Almost like being drunk.

      Everything in me becomes whipcord tight.  Time stretches as the distance between us is eaten up.  He’s so close that I can feel his warm breath as it drifts across my lips.

      This is it.  He’s going to kiss me.

      And you know what?

      I’m going to let him.

      After all the crap today, I need it.  I need to feel the firm pressure of his mouth coasting over mine, dragging me under so I no longer have to think.  As my eyelids feather shut, a chirpy chorus of voices knock me from the strange paralysis that has taken hold.

      “Hi, Rowan!”

      I lurch back so fast that I almost give myself whiplash.

      His gaze reluctantly shifts from me to the two girls who have sidled up beside our table.  A smile curves his lips, but the intensity isn’t the same as the one that had been aimed in my direction.  “Hey.  What’s up?”

      I release a steady puff of air and try to get a grip.  My heart is thumping like it’ll explode from my chest.  I can’t believe that almost happened.  What the hell had I been thinking?

      The brunette slinks closer, all the while flashing him a wide grin.  Those pearly whites are nearly blinding in their intensity.  She has the look of a hungry shark.  I think we all know what she would like to gobble up in one tasty bite.

      “Mandy and I were heading over to a party at the Sigma Kappa house.”  She invades his personal space before fluttering a hand over his shoulder.  “You should come with us.”  She shoots her friend a sly look.  “It’ll be so much fun!”

      I know exactly what that look means.  Apparently, the three of them know each other well.

      Intimately so.

      Since it’s doubtful an invitation will be extended my way, I take this as my cue to get the hell out of Dodge.  It only goes to show what kind of day I had if Rowan Michaels was able to burrow beneath my skin so easily.  I’ve spent the last seven years keeping the handsome football player at a distance.  If I’ve learned anything today, it’s that I’m going to have to work a little harder to resurrect the walls that have been knocked down.  Especially when he’s every inch of the player I suspected.

      I don’t need someone like that in my life.

      “That sounds fun but—”

      Before he can get the rest out, I shoot to my feet.  “I’m going to take off.”

      “Wait—”

      With my eyes averted, I shake my head.  “I’ve still got my own work to finish up.  I need to get moving.”

      “Oh.”  His voice drops, disappointment coloring the deep timbre.

      Even though I tell myself not to do it, my gaze flickers in his direction.  “I’ll see you in class on Wednesday.”

      “Yeah, sure.”  Before I can get trapped in the blueness of his eyes, I shove my materials into my bag and hightail it to the staircase.  It’s a relief when I push through the glass doors on the ground floor, and the cool night breeze wafts over my heated cheeks.

      All I know is that what occurred in the library can’t happen again.

      I’ve put Rowan in a little box marked do not touch, and that’s exactly where he needs to stay.
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      “There are so many parties happening tonight.  And girl, I need it.  I plan to cut way loose.”

      I glance at Sydney as she barges into my room and flops onto my bed.

      A frown settles on her face as her gaze drops to the canvas bag I’m filling with clothes.  “What are you doing?”

      “Dad is out of town for the weekend, so I thought I’d head home and chill out.”

      “What?”  She jerks upright from her prone position.  “You’re leaving?”

      “Yeah,” I sigh.  It’s been a tough week.  Instead of the rumors dying down after a couple of days, they’re flying all over school.  When I’m on campus, people point and whisper.  It makes me feel like a bug under a microscope.  None of the stories I’ve heard are accurate.  Some are plain outlandish.  It’s like the headlines of my life have been ripped straight from the storyline of Gossip Girl.

      “I need to get out of here for a while.”  If I’m lucky, someone else’s life will implode this weekend, and when I return to Western on Monday, everything will magically be back to normal.

      Dinner on Wednesday with Dad and Rowan was awkward.  I spent most of the time worrying that my father had not only caught wind of the rumors but might actually believe them.  If he had, he never mentioned them.  The rest of the time I spent avoiding Rowan, which is difficult to do when there are only three people in attendance.  I stuck to Dad’s side like glue before taking off as soon as the dishes were done.

      “Running away won’t solve anything.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing.”  Okay...so that’s exactly what I’m doing.  I deserve a break.  This whole week, I held my head high and ignored all the sly comments and knowing looks sent my way.  I can’t do it any longer.  “Want to come with me?  We can chill and catch some rays by the pool.”

      “Can’t.”  She shakes her head.  “I told Ethan that we would have dinner and hash out some stuff, and then we were going to meet up with a few girls from the team.  I figured you’d need a drink as much as I do.”

      “I think what will help the most is to get away from this place.”  I don’t mention that I need to put a little distance between Rowan and myself.

      Sydney stretches out on the bed and stares at the ceiling.  “Annica better hope I don’t run into her tonight.  I know that little bitch is behind all this.”

      Her and Justin are running their mouths all over campus.

      The dynamic duo.

      What’s hilarious—not to mention ironic—is that I’m not the one who cheated.  It was the two of them.  And yet, I’m the one being talked about.  It’s my name being dragged through the mud.

      I toss a black bikini into the bag.  This weekend is supposed to be gorgeous.  I plan to spend at least part of Saturday and Sunday laying out by the pool relaxing.  With any luck, I’ll forget all about this mess.  At least for a few days.  “Please don’t do anything that will get you in trouble, okay?  Annica isn’t worth it.”

      Sydney waves a hand.  “Please, you know me better than that.”

      My gaze slices to her.  “Yeah, that’s why I’m saying it.”

      She snorts.  “I’ll try to control myself to the best of my ability.”

      “And don’t drink too much.  I won’t be around to talk you off the ledge.”  The one weekend I was gone last year, Sydney got into a wicked fight and punched some girl who had been making moves on her man.

      She sits up and points a finger at me.  “Hey!  I told that skank what would happen if she kept it up.  It’s not my fault she didn’t take the warning seriously.  I have zero regrets!”

      “That’s part of the problem.  You’re damn lucky Coach Adams was able to get you out of that mess, or you would’ve had to take anger management classes.”

      She grumbles at the reminder.

      I’ve known Sydney for three years, and I learned quickly that she’s not someone to be messed with.  The girl is a bad bitch.  She may look all sweet and innocent with her blond hair and vibrant green eyes, but beneath the doll-like exterior lies a temper that explodes as easily as dynamite.  That’s what happens when you have five older brothers.  You learn to kick a little ass.  Sydney is accustomed to sticking up for herself and fighting for what she wants.

      When I’m done filling the duffle bag, I zip it up and hoist it over my shoulder.  “I’ll be back late Sunday afternoon.  Call me if you change your mind and want to stop over.”

      She rises to her feet.  “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yup.  A break will do me good.”

      Fine,” she mutters, “but I’ll miss you.”

      I pull her in for a quick hug.  Sydney has always been a good friend.  I’m lucky to have her.  “Plus, you’ll have the apartment all to yourself.  You can be as loud as you want.”

      “You know that I’m always loud.”  She squeezes me before stepping away.  “It’s never good to hold your feelings inside.  It messes up your Chi.”

      She’s right about being noisy.  The girl has no shame.

      Sydney walks me to the door.  With a wave, I slip into the hallway and out of the building.  Once I settle in the front seat of my white Jeep and start the engine, relief courses through me.  Every mile I put between myself and campus has the tension leaking from my body.  By the time I pull into the driveway of my house, I feel almost normal again.

      My plans for the weekend include—ordering pizza, binge watching Supernatural, and taking a dip in the heated pool.  Dad will be closing it up in a few weeks, so I want to enjoy it while I can.

      As I shove the key in the lock and walk through the front door, I realize that I made the right decision.  This is exactly what I needed.  A little time to myself to relax, rewind, and reset.

      With any luck, by the time I head back to campus, my perspective will be restored.
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      I lift a bottle of beer to my lips as my gaze coasts over the crowd.  The music is pumping, a group of frat guys is playing a game of cups near the makeshift bar, and some underclassman threw up all over himself in a corner.  In other words, it’s another weekend here at WU.  Under normal circumstances, my ass wouldn’t be out on a Friday night.  I would have eaten a carb-loaded dinner to give me energy and hit the sheets early.  But it’s a bye week, so there isn’t a game scheduled.  I spot a few teammates, it’s only nine o’clock, and a couple of the younger guys are already shitfaced.

      It’s not a good look.  Coach would have their asses if he realized they were out partying it up.  Bye week or not.

      During the season, I’ll have a beer or two.  But no more than that.  Getting tanked lost its appeal a long time ago.  Maybe when I first stepped foot on campus, I went a little crazy and enjoyed the freedom, but it didn’t last long.  I have too much riding on the line to throw it away on partying.  I’ve spent years working toward my dreams of turning pro.  Now that I’m so close to making it a reality, there’s no way in hell I’m going to jeopardize it.

      There’s one particular face I’ve been looking for.  So far, she’s remained elusive.  This week has given Demi a swift kick in the ass.  I wouldn’t blame her for sitting this one out.  Although, for obvious reasons, I’m hoping that’s not the case.

      As I continue to search from where I’ve taken up sentinel, slender arms snake their way around me from behind.  A moment later, breasts are squashed against my back.  “Hey, Rowan,” comes a silky voice against my ear, “I was hoping to run into you tonight.”

      Great...Harper Davenport.  Just who I didn’t want to see.

      “Hey, Harp.”

      Now I need to figure out an extraction plan.  Sooner rather than later.  There are definitely times when an escape hatch would come in handy.  This is one of them.

      “I haven’t seen you around lately.”  As she presses closer, her nipples pebble through the thin shirt she’s wearing.  “It’s almost like you’re avoiding me.”

      Yeah, well, there’s an excellent reason for that.

      I made the epic mistake of fooling around with Harper freshman year, and she’s been stalking my movements ever since.  That’s not me being egotistical.  It’s the truth.  I’ve tried my best to let her down gently, but she refuses to take the hint that I’ve moved on and am not interested in a repeat performance.

      When her fingers migrate south of the border, I grab hold of them to stop their descent before they reach their intended destination.  Maybe some guys are cool with getting a handy in the middle of a crowded house party, but that’s never been my style.

      “Wanna take this somewhere private?” she asks, voice full of sultry promise.

      Hell, no.  That’s the last thing I want.  I’ve given this girl zero encouragement, and she refuses to leave me alone.  There are plenty of guys who would give their left nut to spend a little one-on-one time alone with her.  She’s gorgeous with a banging body.

      But I’m not one of them.

      “Sorry, Harp.  Not tonight.”  I unwind her arms before pulling her around in front of me.  I’m careful to keep her at arm’s length.  She’s like a snake; once she gets ahold of you, it’s damn hard to get her uncoiled.

      She thrusts out her bottom lip in a pout meant to be sexy but comes off as toddler-ish.    “You say that every time.”

      The girl’s got me there.

      “Why is that?”  She squeezes her arms against the outer sides of her breasts, pressing them together so I get a good look down the front of her cleavage.   “Aren’t you interested?”

      Hard no.

      “Well...”  I’m about to level with her for the umpteenth time when I catch sight of Sydney.  Anticipation shoots through me as I comb the immediate vicinity for Demi.  Those two are usually attached at the hip.  “I need to talk with someone.  I’ll catch you later.”

      “What?”  Harper’s voice escalates.  “We were in the middle of a conversation!”

      “Sorry about that.”  I don’t bother waiting for a response as I shove my way through the crowd to reach Sydney and her boyfriend.

      Right as I catch up to them, she whips around to Ethan.  “Oh my God, that’s not what I said!  Why do you have to take everything so literally?”

      Great.

      They’re fighting.

      Again.

      I’ve seen them out enough times to know that these two are either going at it hot and heavy or are bickering like an old married couple.  There’s no in-between with them.

      It’s tempting to disappear through the crowd so I don’t get dragged into their argument—except I can’t walk away.  I want to know where Demi is.  If there’s a problem or something else happened with fuckwad, I want to know about it.  I’d be more than happy to have another convo with Justin.

      Using my fists.

      I’ve heard all the shit going around campus.  I have zero doubts it’s originating from him.  Someone needs to shut him up before he does anymore damage.

      “Hey,” I say loudly, cutting into their conversation before it can escalate any further.

      With their mouths open, they swing toward me.

      “Oh, hey,” Sydney says.

      Ethan grumbles something about grabbing a drink before stalking away.  A mixture of sadness and irritation fills Sydney’s eyes as he takes off.

      I clear my throat, drawing her attention to me.  “Trouble in paradise?”

      “Is it that obvious?”  Her voice softens, turning almost pensive.  “Have you ever liked someone and kept trying to make it work, but you couldn’t do it?  It was like trying to shove a square peg into a round hole?  It just didn’t fit?”

      I glance at Ethan as he grins at a few fellow baseball players.  The tension filling his expression has already dissolved.

      If Sydney is looking for romantic advice, she’s come to the wrong person.  I pull something out of my ass and hope it’s helpful.  “Can’t say that I have.  I guess you’ll know it’s time to walk away when the bad outweighs the good.”

      She contemplates my nugget of wisdom.  “Yeah, I suppose that’s something to consider.”  Then she blinks, and all of the emotion filling her gaze disappears as if it had never been there in the first place.  “Sorry.  It’s Friday night, and here I am, getting all maudlin.  Must have already had one too many drinks.”  With a tilt of her head, her attention zeros in on me.  “So...what can I do for you?”  A sly expression morphs over her features.  “As if I didn’t already know.”

      My guess is that Sydney realizes exactly where my interest lies.  But still...I’m not about to confirm or deny my feelings.  Not yet, anyway.  “Just wondering where your trusty sidekick is.”

      The humor falls away as she glares around the room.  “She decided to go home for the weekend.  These assholes are giving her hell.”

      Home?

      I’m pretty sure Coach is away on a recruiting trip, which means Demi is there alone.

      “Is she all right?”  It pisses me off that she felt the need to escape from campus because of it.  Sydney nailed it on the head when she said these people were assholes.

      A good number of them are.

      “She’s hurt and embarrassed by all the rumors.”  Anger flashes across her face.  “I’d like nothing better than to kick Justin’s ass.”

      From everything I know about Sydney, that’s not an idle threat.  Justin better hope he doesn’t run into her this weekend.  It could be detrimental to his health.

      “If it makes you feel better, I rearranged his nose last Saturday.”

      Her lips reluctantly hitch at the corners.  “Yeah, I heard all about it.  Too bad you didn’t inflict more damage.”

      Before I can ask any further questions, her eyes narrow as she gives me a shrewd look.  “Exactly what are your intentions with my girl?”

      “Just being a concerned friend.”  Even though it’s probably too late, I glance away and try to play it cool.  “Is that such a crime?”

      “Friends?”  She steps closer before driving a finger into my chest.  “Yeah, I don’t think so.”  There’s a pause.  “I think you like her.”

      I roll my eyes and try to make light of her suspicions.  “What?  Are we in middle school now?  You want to know if I like her or like-like her?”

      “Oh, sweetheart.”  A knowing look settles across her face as she pats my cheek none-to-gently.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  I think you like-like her.  I was just curious if you had enough balls to admit it.”

      Sydney’s got enough on her plate with Ethan.  She doesn’t need to worry about me.  “Maybe you should—”

      “Well, well, well...look who it is.  Just the girl I was hoping to see.”

      My voice trails off as Brayden sidles up beside us.  He’s got eyes for one person, and it isn’t me.  Sydney straightens to her full height which is still nine or ten inches shorter than Bray.  The teasing expression vanishes from her face.  Whatever information gathering mission she had been on is now forgotten.

      My gaze flickers to my teammate as I assess the situation.  His attention is solely focused on the blonde.

      Hmmm.  Interesting.

      “Great,” she snaps.  “Just who I was hoping not to run into.”

      His smiles stretches into a full-on grin as if her less than enthusiastic greeting is exactly what he was hoping for.  He makes a show of glancing around.  “What?  No boyfriend tonight?”

      Her cheeks pinken.  “Not that it’s any of your business, but he’s here.”

      “You run him off already?”

      She gnashes her teeth before baring them like a rabid animal.  “He went to grab a drink.  He’ll be back any minute.  What’s it to you?”

      Brayden shrugs before closing the distance between them.  “If you were my girl, I sure as shit wouldn’t leave you to your own devices.”

      “Fortunately, I’m not your girl,” she fires back.

      “Never say never.”

      “Are you totally delusional?”  Her eyes flare wide.  “There is no way in hell that I would ever be,” she uses air quotes, “your girl!”

      My surprised gaze flickers from one to the other as the tension rachets up between them.  It’s almost enough to choke on.

      What the hell is going on here?

      As interested as I am to see how this interaction plays out, now seems like the perfect time to slip away undetected.  I suspect a bomb could go off and neither of them would notice.

      Not bothering to say goodbye, I take off through the crowd, pushing my way toward the front door.  I’m not sure what Brayden is up to.  I’ve known the guy since training camp of freshman year.  Sydney isn’t his usual type of girl.  He’s used to jersey chasers and cleat sniffers who hang all over him and stroke his ego.

      Sydney is the complete opposite of that.  She’ll chew him up and spit him out if he’s not careful.
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      The doorbell chimes, and I pause the movie before jumping off the couch and grabbing the money from the credenza by the front door.  Looks like the pizza has arrived.  Thank God, I’m starving.  Dad doesn’t keep a lot of snacks stocked in the pantry, which is exactly why I ordered a large pepperoni with extra cheese.  There should be enough left over to get me through the weekend.  Most of the time, I try to eat healthy.  But after the week I’ve had, that’s been thrown out the window.  Tonight, I’m going to eat my feelings.  One slice at a time.

      Thank you very much, Justin and Annica.

      My belly rumbles in anticipation as I yank open the front door, ready to hand over the money in exchange for some ooey-gooey deliciousness.  Hands down, One Hell of a Pizza is my favorite restaurant.  It’s New York style with huge floppy pieces.

      The more I think about it, the more my mouth waters.

      Except...it’s not the pizza delivery guy I find waiting on the other side of the threshold.  It’s the blond football player who has been occupying way too much of my thoughts lately.

      “What are you doing here?”  The question shoots out of my mouth before I can rein it in again.

      His lips twist.  “And a good evening to you, too.”

      “Sorry.”  Heat singes my cheeks as I shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other.  “You’re not who I was expecting.”

      “Oh?”  His brows slowly crawl up his forehead as his expression turns harsh.  It disappears before I have a chance to decipher exactly what it means.  “And just who were you expecting?”

      “Pizza,” I offer in the way of clarification.  Not that I owe him any.  But still...the sudden tension crackling in the air feels stifling.

      I hug the edge of the door as he shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans.  It’s almost painful to admit how good he looks in the navy T-shirt that hugs the swells of his biceps and molds perfectly to his chest.

      Focus, Demi!

      Right.

      I shove those distracting thoughts from my brain before they can cause anymore mischief.  “You didn’t answer my question.”  I pause for a beat.  “Why are you here?”

      He shrugs as his voice softens.  “You’ve had a crap week, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Oh.”  That’s the second time he’s made a point of checking on me.  Even though I want to stay strong, everything inside me melts.  “How did you know I was here?”

      “I ran into Sydney at a party, and she filled me in.”  Silence descends as we cautiously watch one another.  He clears his throat and shifts his weight.  “So, you gonna let me in?”

      That doesn’t necessarily seem like the best idea.  This has been an odd week, and everything in me is still raw and churning.  Under normal circumstances, I have no problem keeping Rowan at a safe distance, both mentally and physically.  But our relationship has recently shifted in unexpected ways.  I think about our talk at the stadium and when we worked together at the library.  The emotions he'd roused had left me feeling strange and uncomfortable.  What I need is for my relationship with Rowan to shift back to what it’s always been—little more than strangers who are forced to interact upon occasion.

      Before I can voice a decision, a hunk of junk with muffler issues rolls to a stop in front of the house.  It backfires before the engine dies, and a plume of smoke belches from the tailpipe.

      Holy crap.  How the hell did that clunker pass emissions?

      Rowan turns, and we watch a kid who can’t be more than sixteen years old jump out of the car and sprint to the passenger seat before pulling out a red carrying case and jogging across the front lawn.

      “Hi!  I’m here to deliver a pizza to—” he glances at the order form before looking at us.  His eyes widen.  “Hey!  You’re Rowan Michaels, QB for the Wildcats!”

      Rowan’s lips lift.  “Guilty.”

      “Wow!”  The kid pulls off his red ball cap with the One Hell of a Pizza logo on it before plowing a hand through his ginger-colored mane.  “I was at the game last weekend, and you were so awesome!  I couldn’t believe you threw that eighty-yard pass right to Brayden Kendricks!”

      “Thanks.  We all had a great game.”

      “You had a great game, Michaels.”  The pimply faced kid stares at Rowan in a worshipful manner, as if totally starstruck.  It’s kind of amusing.  But then again, I’m famished, so not really.

      When the delivery guy continues to stare in awe, Rowan clears his throat before digging around in his front pocket.  “How much do I owe you for the pizza?”

      “No, I got it.”  I offer up the twenty I grabbed off the credenza.  “Here you go.”

      The kid shakes his head.  “No way, Michaels!  The pizza is on me.”  He steps closer and lowers his voice as if he’s divulging state secrets.  “Free pizza is one of the few perks this crap job has.”

      Even though the guy hasn’t bothered to look at me since he realized he was in the company of Wildcat greatness, I push the money toward him.  “I insist on paying.”

      “No can do, it’s on me.”  The kid shakes his head.  “No one is going to believe I bought Rowan Michaels a pizza!”  His eyes pop wide again.  “Hey!  Can I take a selfie with you?”

      “Um, I don’t think—”

      “Sure you can!”  I step forward and grab the insulated bag from the kid before unzipping it and sliding out the box from within.

      “Awesome!” the delivery guy gushes.

      Rowan shoots me a pleading look, which I promptly ignore before stepping inside the house with my large pepperoni pizza and slamming the door closed.  That’s what he gets for showing up on my doorstep unannounced and sending my hormones into further chaos.

      Five minutes later, I’ve got a plate and have opened the box on the dining room table.  I’m about to lift a massive piece of deliciousness to my mouth when the front door swings open, and Rowan steps inside.

      He glances around until his narrowed gaze lands on me before jerking a thumb over his shoulder.  “Thanks for leaving me out there.  I barely escaped with my life intact.”  When I say nothing in response, he continues.  “Do you know that he wanted to take me to the restaurant so I could meet the gang?”

      I can almost imagine the kid pleading with Rowan to come back with him.  My shoulders shake with silent laughter.

      “It’s not funny!” he grunts with a scowl.

      “It kind of is.”  Actually, there’s no kind of about it.  It’s funny.  There hasn’t been much to laugh about this week, and that definitely does the trick.

      He spears a finger at the open box.  “I hope you appreciate that pizza.  I feel dirty right now.  Kind of like I prostituted myself.”

      “I tried to pay,” I say with a shrug.  “He wouldn’t accept it.”

      “The least you could do is offer me a slice.”

      I wave my hand toward the kitchen.  “Be my guest.  You know where the plates are.”  Rowan probably knows the set up of this house as well as I do.  He’s certainly been here enough times.

      He takes one step toward the kitchen before grinding to a halt.  With more interest, his gaze slides over the length of me.  It’s a physical caress I feel straight down to my bones.  Only then, do I become aware of my fashion choices for the evening.  Since I wasn’t expecting company, I’m wearing tiny pajama shorts and an oversized Wildcats jersey.

      Minus a bra.

      Did I mention that Rowan’s name is stamped across the back?

      “Huh.”  The frown he had been wearing morphs into a smirk.  “Nice shirt.”

      A bolt of heat hits my cheeks.  I could kick myself for giving in to the urge when I came across the jersey stuffed in my dresser drawer.  “Don’t read anything into it.  Dad gave it to me a while ago.  He mentioned something about there being a lot of extras they needed to get rid of.”

      “Is that so?”  With a grin, he strokes his fingers over the sexy five o’clock shadow that lines his jaw.  For a moment, I get caught up in the movement.  “Usually, the campus bookstore can’t keep my jersey stocked on the shelves.”

      I shrug, feeling very much like a groupie with a Rowan Michaels crush.  This guy already has a massive ego.  The last thing I want to be accused of is stroking it.

      “Looks good on you.”  His voice drops, strumming something deep inside as heat fills his eyes.

      There is no way I’m touching that comment with a ten-foot pole.

      When I remain silent, he disappears into the kitchen, presumably to grab a plate and something to drink.  An army of butterflies wing their way to life in the pit of my belly as I migrate to the couch, settling at the far end to give him enough room in case he decides to bypass the armchair.  Instead, he takes a seat directly next to me, barely leaving a few inches of space to separate us.  I’m ridiculously aware of his muscular body next to mine.  Even though I try to tamp down the sparks of attraction shooting through me, they flare to life like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

      He points to the big screen television mounted over the fireplace.  “What are we watching?”

      We?

      When did this situation turn into a we?

      “A psychological thriller that came out last summer.”  I clear my throat and stare at the frozen screen.  “You, ah, don’t have to stay.”  My gaze flicks to his.  “I’m fine.  I just needed to get away from campus for a bit.”

      “I don’t mind hanging out.”  He shrugs as his gaze collides with mine.  “Plus, I could use a breather.  It would be kind of nice to chill for the evening.”

      I gnaw my lower lip with indecision.  The two of us spending more time alone together sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.  All of my usual defenses have been beaten down, which has left me feeling unusually vulnerable where Rowan is concerned.

      When I remain silent, his voice drops.  “No one knows I’m here, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Those butterflies now feel more like an uncontrollable horde trying to fight their way out by any means necessary.

      Is that my concern?

      That people might find out we’re spending time together?  It would only feed the rumors and speculation already running rampant.  And yet, I’m strangely torn.  There is something comforting about his presence.

      “Demi?”

      The scrape of his voice jostles me from the internal struggle being waged within.  “It’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?”  Carefully he searches my face.  “If you want me to take off, I will.”

      Even though I’m confused, I shake my head.  All we’re going to do is eat pizza and watch a movie.  What could possibly go wrong?

      It’s probably best not to answer that question.

      In no time at all, we polish off the pizza.  Apparently, Rowan is as hungry as I am.  While he runs the plates to the kitchen, I restart the movie.  It takes about fifteen minutes to lose myself in the plot and forget about the handsome football player sitting next to me.  When he shifts, slinging an arm across the back of the couch, I don’t pay much attention to it.  My focus remains on the screen.  My muscles coil when the violins of the musical score grow more pronounced.  I shutter my eyes before peeking through the cracks between my fingers.

      Something’s about to—

      I yelp when the villain jumps out.

      “How did you not see that coming?” Rowan chuckles, stroking my shoulder with his fingers.

      “I knew something was going to happen,” I mumble as my heart beats into overdrive, “just not that.”

      The arm wrapped around me tugs me close until I’m pressed against the steely strength of his chest.  My body molds to his as I inhale a greedy lungful of him.

      He smells so damn good that my eyes nearly cross.

      Wait a minute—

      I jerk to awareness.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Please tell me that I did not sniff Rowan Michaels.

      Again.

      This is exactly why I shouldn’t have allowed him to stay.  My emotions are a little too raw.  A little too exposed.  I’m not acting like myself.  This was a mistake.  One I need to rectify before it spirals any further out of control.

      Even though it’s the last thing I want to do, I jump to my feet in order to put some much-needed distance between us before pointing toward the kitchen.  “I’m going to make popcorn.”

      As I scramble back a step, he reaches out, snagging my fingers with his own.  The unexpected touch has my eyes widening, and my pulse skittering.

      He leans forward and a bolt of nervousness slices through me.  When I try to slip free, his fingers tighten around mine.  “Why are you always running away from me?”

      I gulp and force out the lie.  “That’s not what I’m doing.”  Even as I release the words into the atmosphere, I know he won’t believe them.

      The way Rowan’s brow arches tells me that he’s all too aware of the truth.  No good will come out of this forced conversation.  It’s like a capsizing ship.  Someone needs to save us.  When I make a second attempt at freeing myself, he tows me toward him until I have no choice but to tumble onto his lap.  Air rushes from my lungs as his arms band around me, anchoring me securely in place.

      “Come on, Demi,” he says softly, warm exhalation feathering against my lips, “be honest.”

      Part of me is scared to death to admit the truth.  He’s done the unexpected and found a chink in my armor.  If he continues, the crack will turn into more of a gaping chasm.  I can’t afford for him to wedge his way in there anymore than he already has.

      “I am being honest.”  The lie sits on my tongue like bitter ashes.  I’m not someone who tells falsehoods.  Life seems less complicated when you stick to the truth.  And yet, I can’t bring myself to do that with Rowan.  I am always running away from, or at the very least, trying to avoid him.  If he comes into a room, I promptly leave.  If there’s a choice in where to sit, it’s as far from him as I can get.  Distance is my best defense against him.  This behavior was never a conscious decision on my part.  It was more of an instinct.

      Self-preservation.

      The truth is that Rowan frightens me.  He makes me feel things I’m not necessarily ready for.  It’s been that way from the moment I laid eyes on him.

      His fingers rise, brushing the hair away from my face before tucking it gently behind my ear.  A shiver of awareness scampers down my spine.  Our gazes lock and hold until everything around us fades, and he’s all I’m cognizant of.  The blueness of his eyes is almost hypnotic, and I find myself falling effortlessly under his spell.

      “Are you sure about that?” he asks.

      My tongue darts out to moisten parched lips.  His gaze drops to the movement.  When he finally meets my eyes again, there is enough heat in them to scald me alive.

      Unsure how to respond, I remain silent.

      “You’re always holding me at a distance.  What are you so afraid of?”

      I have to gulp down the nerves bubbling up in my throat, threatening to choke the life out of me.

      He’s right.  I am afraid.  I’ve always assumed that if I held the mask firmly in place, he would never figure out my secret.  But he sees right through me.

      “Tell me, Demi.”  The world around us falls away.  “Tell me what you’re so afraid of.”

      “You.”  The admittance is a relief.  It’s been there, simmering beneath the surface for years.  I never realized until now how much effort it took to keep it buried deep inside where it couldn’t see the light of day.

      His lips quirk as if he doesn’t believe me.  “You can’t possibly be afraid of me.  You’re the most fearless person I know.”

      Laughter gurgles up in my throat.

      How can he say that?

      Maybe that’s how it appears on the outside, but that’s not how I feel inside.  I’ve always been scared of making a mistake and fucking up.  Of embarrassing my father.  Or taking a chance and giving my heart to someone who will crush it.  When it comes down to it, I’m a puddle of insecurities.  It might not be how I project myself to the world, but it’s still the way I feel.  Maybe I’m just better at faking it than other people.

      He strokes his fingers through my hair, and it’s so tempting to close my eyes and lean into him.  When he touches me like this, all the noise buzzing around in my brain goes strangely silent.  It’s an addictive sensation.

      “Rowan?”  The husky way his name escapes from my lips sounds nothing like me.

      His gaze flicks to mine.  “Yeah?”

      “What’s happening here?”

      Tension ratchets up until it reaches a fever pitch and becomes almost too much to withstand.

      “Something I’ve wanted for a long time.”

      Before I can suck in a lungful of air, his hand slides from my face to the back of my head.  His fingers splay wide across my skull, cradling it in his palm.  As if in slow motion, he drags me forward.  My heartbeat stalls as his lips slant across mine.  First one way before tilting his head the other.  We fit perfectly.  There are no awkward angles.  No bumping of noses, mouths, or teeth.  He caresses my top lip before nibbling at the bottom.  A groan builds in my chest.

      When I can’t stand another moment of this sweet torture, his tongue darts out to lick at the seam of my lips.  There’s only so much of the gentle yet demanding touch I can take before I capitulate, opening under the firm pressure.  As soon as I give in, his tongue delves inside to tangle with my own.

      I expect his exploration to turn aggressive.  Like a triumphant hero who has thrashed his opponent.  Instead, his movements remain measured.  Slow and languid.  As if Rowan wants to take his sweet damn time to savor every single part of me.  Within a heartbeat, I lose myself in the drugging caress.  I don’t realize my arms have snaked around his neck until I’m pulling him closer.  With a groan, he tightens his hold, pressing my body against his.

      “You taste so damn good,” he mutters before dragging me to the bottom of the ocean where rational thought becomes impossible.  The only thing I’m aware of is the way his mouth coasts over mine.

      Everything about Rowan’s touch is masterful and sexy.  I totally get why the girls on campus clamor for his attention.  If he screws anything like he kisses—

      That thought is like a bucket of frigid water dumped over my libido.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Rowan is even more of a manwhore than Justin.  Barely have I extracted myself from one shitty situation only to fling myself headfirst into another.

      No.  I’m smarter than this.

      Correction...I’m usually smarter than this.

      Even though breaking physical contact is the last thing I want, my palms settle against the steely strength of his chest before pushing until our lips part, and there is enough distance between us for logic to once again rush in.

      By this point, we’re both winded.  Like we’ve run a marathon.  I have no idea how much time I’ve spent wrapped up in his arms.  It could be hours or mere minutes.  And I would be lying through my teeth if I didn’t admit that everything inside me is screaming to feel the soft slide of his lips over mine again.  Never have I been kissed quite so thoroughly.  And I want more of it.  I want to keep reality at bay for a little longer and forget all the reasons this is a terrible idea that will come back to haunt me in the not-so-distant future.

      But I can’t do that.

      No matter how tempted I am.

      “Why did you stop?” he asks, eyes still hazy.  He licks his lips, looking as if he’s a second away from delving back in and giving us what we both want.

      “This is wrong,” I force myself to say.  “It shouldn’t be happening.”

      His brow furrows.  “Why not?”

      “Because I can’t be with another guy like Justin.”

      The sexual fog clouding his expression evaporates.  His eyes widen in shock before disgust flashes in them.  “Is that what you really think?”  The chill of winter whips through his voice, turning it hard and unforgiving.  “That I’m no better than Justin?”  He doesn’t give me a chance to respond before biting out, “You should know better than that.”

      A heavy wave of guilt crashes over me.  Deep down, I do realize it.  But still...the guy has spent three years cultivating a certain reputation.  And I’ve been burned too many times to take another chance.  “Why would I know that?”

      We’ve never been friends.  Not really.  It’s the reason why I’ve been able to hold him at a distance with such ease and pretend we’re nothing more than strangers.

      Hurt flickers across his features.

      Even though doubt creeps in at the edges, I straighten my shoulders.  There’s too much evidence for there not to be a shred of truth to it.  The rumors that have swept through campus.  The girls who have bragged about their sexual exploits with him.  I’ve seen groupies hang on him with my own eyes.  Not just one.  But two or three at a time.  He hasn’t exactly pushed them away.  In fact, like most athletes on campus, he seems to accept the attention as if it’s his due.

      “We’ve known each other since we were fourteen years old.  We eat dinner together once a week.  We’ve been in the same classes since freshman year.  I attend all of your home games.  How can you not know me better than that?”  Tension swirls through the air.  “How can you not know who I really am?”

      For reasons I don’t quite understand, I’m loath to see him in a different light.  It’s easier to cling to my perceptions rather than acknowledge that I could be wrong about him.  “Why does it matter?”  When I attempt to climb off his lap, his hands tighten around me.

      “Because it does.  We’re going to get this out in the open once and for all.  I won’t allow you to run away from me again.”

      Rowan has never frightened me, but in this moment, he does.  Not because I’m afraid he’ll hurt or force me into something I don’t want.  I’m terrified he’s going to rip through the last of the barriers I have in place to protect myself against him.  Running and hiding is so much easier.  And that’s exactly what I want to do.  My fight or flight instinct has kicked in.

      “Don’t try and deny it.  We both know that’s your modus operandi.”  Before I can defend myself with another lie, he says, “You know me, Demi.  Even though you’ve done everything in your power to pretend otherwise, you know who I am at a fundamental level.  You need to think about that.”

      A thick shiver works its way through my body as everything stills.  It’s as if I’m standing in the eye of a hurricane.  The center is calm while everything outward is in chaos.

      When I fail to respond, he tilts his head, continuing to batter my weakened defenses.  “I know things about you.”

      My mouth goes bone-dry, making it impossible to swallow.  “Like what?”

      “I know you’ve been playing soccer since you were four years old, and you started travel when you were eight.  Your favorite food is carbonara and eggplant parmesan.  You love chocolate chip cookies fresh from the oven, and your favorite place to vacation is Maui because that’s the last trip your family took before your mom decided to leave.”

      My eyes widen as my mind cartwheels.

      I’m at a loss.

      Even though Rowan has been in my life for seven years, I had no idea he was paying such close attention to the details.  The realization leaves me winded as warmth reluctantly flares to life inside me.

      His face looms closer until he’s all I see.  Until my world begins and ends with Rowan.  “Whether you want to believe it, I know you, Demi.”  He presses his palm to the middle of my chest.  “I know you.”

      My heart clenches before jackhammering into overdrive.

      How did I miss all this?

      While I’ve been busy pushing him away, he’s been here, patiently waiting for me to see the real Rowan Michaels.

      And I didn’t.

      Couldn’t.

      I lift my hands until my palms can cradle his cheeks.  “Tell me something no one else knows.”

      A long pause stretches between us.  It’s one that leaves my nerves jangled.  Just when I wonder if he’ll refuse to answer the question, he knocks me off-balance once again.

      “I’m still a virgin.”
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      A heavy silence descends as her hands fall away from my cheeks, and her eyes widen to the point of being comical.  Except there’s nothing amusing about this moment.  Far from it.  I definitely made an error in judgment.  One of epic proportions that I can’t take back.  For better or worse, my secret is out there.

      Fuck.

      Why the hell did I think it was a good idea to tell her the truth?

      It takes a few heartbeats before her expression morphs into one of confusion.  A frown settles on her face as she hesitantly shakes her head.  “No, you’re not.”

      Relief floods through me as I consider lying.

      Almost got you!  Ha, ha, ha.  I’ve banged more girls than I could possibly keep track of.  Just listen to all the gossip on campus.  My stats with the ladies are legendary.

      But I can’t do that.  I’m tired of pretending to be something I’m not.  More than that, I’m sick of the way Demi looks at me.  Like a manwhore who is no better than that fucko Justin.  The reality is that I am nothing like him.  And it’s important she understands that.  I want her to know me.  The real me.  Not the one everyone whispers about.  Not the one girls make up stories about to make themselves look better.  As if sleeping with me will somehow bolster their popularity.

      It’s pretty fucked.

      “It’s true, Demi.  I’m a virgin.”

      Emotion crashes over her pretty face as she digests that bit of information, gradually coming to terms with it.

      Disbelief.

      Doubt.

      Astonishment.

      And finally, acceptance.

      Demi may not realize it, but her face is so damn expressive.  Her thoughts are there for all to see.  I always know what she’s thinking.  She would hate it if I told her that.  She would hate that I could read her so easily.

      “I don’t understand.”  Her features contort as she shakes her head for a second time as if to clear it.  “What about all the rumors?”

      This is an uncomfortable conversation I never imagined having with her.  It’s tempting to bolt from the couch and out the door instead of baring my soul and exposing myself as a fraud.  “That’s all they are,” I force myself to admit, “rumors.”

      She blinks a few times as those thoughts circle in her head.  Understanding floods her expression as her delicate hand drifts to my cheek for a second time in a matter of minutes.  It’s a rarity for her to reach out and touch me.  Only now am I able to expel the air being held captive from my lungs.  I squeeze my eyes shut before sinking into the warmth of her palm.

      “Thank you for telling me,” she whispers.  “I appreciate you entrusting me with the truth.”

      I open my eyes and meet her steady gaze.  “Honestly, it’s a relief that you know.”

      “I’m sorry you ever felt the need to hide your authentic self not only from me but the rest of the world.  All this time you’ve been living a lie.”

      Well...I wouldn’t go that far.

      “It’s not really anyone else’s business.”

      “You’re right.  No one should judge you.”  There’s a beat of silence.  “What about your teammates?  Do they know?”

      My eyes widen.  “Hell, no!  Can you imagine their reactions?”

      “Oh, Rowan.”  Sadness fills her voice before she closes the distance and presses her lips against mine in a chaste kiss.  When I go to sink into the caress, she pulls away.  “That must be so difficult!  I wish you’d told me sooner so I could have supported you through this.”

      Supported me?

      How would she have done that?

      “Huh?”  My brows jerk together.

      Her other hand rises to cup the side of my face.  “There is absolutely nothing wrong with being gay.”

      Of course there’s not.

      Why the hell is she bringing that—

      Wait a minute...

      She thinks I’m—

      “Demi!  I’m not gay!”  I bark out a disbelieving laugh.  “Trust me when I say that I like women.”  My gaze drops to her parted lips which are still swollen from our kisses.  “A lot.”

      Her expression becomes pinched.  As if I’ve confused her all over again.  “I don’t understand.  Then...why haven’t you had sex?  Clearly you’ve had plenty of opportunities.”

      For such a smart girl, Demi can be kind of dense.  Apparently, I’m going to have to spell it out for her.  And here I thought revealing that I was a damn virgin would be the hardest part of the evening.

      “I’ve always had my eye on someone.  Since I’ve never wanted anyone more than her,” I jerk my shoulders, “I waited.”  Even as the words tumble out of my mouth, they sound absurd and farfetched.  No one on campus could get laid easier than me and yet, I’ve chosen to remain celibate.

      What red-blooded, college-aged guy does that?

      None I’m acquainted with.

      Then again, I don’t exactly broadcast my status.  Demi is the only person who knows I’m a virgin.  It’s always been a well-kept secret.  Not one I’m ashamed of, but still...

      Our gazes cling as the tension simmering in the air ratches up a couple hundred notches.  Demi becomes perfectly still as she sits perched on my lap.  My hands fasten around her waist to keep her in place.  Now that I’ve made the big reveal, I’m half-afraid it’ll be too much for her to take in, and she’ll bolt.

      When I can’t stand another moment of the suffocating silence that blankets us, I blurt, “Aren’t you going to ask who the girl is?”

      She shakes her head, and all of the hope rising inside me bursts like an overinflated balloon before crashing back to earth with a painful thud.  Not only have I made it obvious that I have feelings for her.  I told her I’m a virgin.

      Fuck me.

      This isn’t good.

      Especially since it’s pretty damn obvious by her refusal to ask who the girl is that she’s not interested.  And that’s cool.  If I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that you can’t force feelings that aren’t there to begin with.

      “You know what?”  Regretting my overshare, I clear my throat.  “It’s late.  I should probably take off.”  I want to go home and lick my wounds in private.  After this debacle, it’s doubtful I’ll ever put myself out there again.  Who the hell needs this shit?

      So, yeah...I’m more than ready to flee the scene of the crime.  And the way she continues to gape at me like I’ve grown a horn on my forehead isn’t helping matters either.  It only makes me feel like a humongous dumbass for choosing to disclose the truth.

      Seriously, what the hell had I been thinking?

      For once in my life, I allowed the wrong head to make the decisions.

      When I can’t stand the oppressiveness for another moment, I tighten my grip on her hips and lift Demi from my lap before carefully setting her down next to me.  Then I pop to my feet, ready to fly through the front door like a bat out of hell.  I need distance from the pain and humiliation pumping through me.

      As I take a hasty step toward freedom, her voice halts me in my tracks.  “Why don’t you stay here for the night?”

      Surprised by the offer, I flick my gaze over my shoulder.

      “It’s late,” she clears her throat, “I’ll sleep in Dad’s room, and you can take mine.”

      No way.  It’s a shit idea.  The best course of action is to return home and drink enough to forget this incident ever transpired.

      Blackout drunk is the new plan for the evening.

      “All right, I’ll stay.”

      Goddamn it.

      I’d really like to kick my own ass right now.
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      I stare sightlessly at the ceiling as the conversation from earlier plays through my head as if it’s on a constant loop.  There’s no way that Rowan Michaels is a virgin.

      How is it possible that I’ve slept with more people than the campus player?

      And to be clear, I’ve had sex with a whopping five guys.

      Five.

      That’s it.

      No matter how many times I squeeze my eyes closed and try to turn off my thoughts, they refuse to be banished.  They circle through my head like hungry sharks.

      Aren’t you going to ask who the girl is?

      Instead of having the balls to hear the truth, I’d shaken my head, too frightened to take the conversation any further.  Deep down, I had known what it would be.  Once everything was out in the open, there would be no going back.  We would only be able to move forward.  And I’m unsure how to do that.

      In the hour since I left Rowan at the threshold of my childhood room, I’ve come to realize that I need to hear him say the name.

      I need to hear him say my name.

      Before I can reconsider the wisdom of my actions, I throw off the comforter and pad into the darkened hallway before arriving at my bedroom.  I stumble to a halt when I find the door slightly ajar.  I pause, tentatively laying a hand on the wood as my heart riots painfully under my breast.  If I push the door open and step inside, everything will change.  I’ll be forced to acknowledge that my feelings for Rowan have always been smoldering beneath the surface, waiting for the chance to break free.

      Am I ready for that?

      The tiny voice at the back of my brain tells me to run before it’s too late.  But I can’t do that.  This feels much too important to back away from.  With trembling fingers, I reach out and push the heavy wood door wider before stepping over the threshold and into the dark space.

      A fresh wave of nerves crashes over me, threatening to drag me under.  It takes everything I have inside to force out the question.  “Are you awake?”

      “Yup.”  As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I realize his hands are stacked behind his head.

      I take a cautious step toward the bed.  It’s like there is a magnet drawing me to him.  One I can’t escape from.

      “Who?”  Even though it’s only one word that falls from my lips, he understands the question.  And the gravity behind it.

      As he straightens to a seated position, the sheet slithers down his bare chest before settling around his waist.

      “I think you already know the answer.”  There’s a pause.  “Don’t you?”

      Yes.

      When he extends his hand, it never occurs to me not to close the distance.  I find myself gravitating toward him before carefully placing my fingers in his.  As soon as his hand fastens around mine, he tugs me toward the bed until I’m settled on the mattress next to him.

      “In case there was ever an ounce of doubt, it’s always been you, Demi.”

      My heart melts.  As much as I’ve tried ignoring him, thick tension has always smoldered in the air between us.  It’s the reason I was so intent on keeping my distance.  I was afraid to open up and let someone in.

      Especially a guy like Rowan.

      It doesn’t seem possible that one little secret has the power to change everything, but that’s exactly what it’s done.

      Rowan draws back the sheet, and without hesitation, I slide beneath it, curling up beside him until my head can rest against his chest.

      “I don’t understand how you could wait for something,” I glance at him, “or someone if you weren’t sure it would ever happen.”

      Silence descends as he wraps his arm around me and tugs me closer.

      “I never set out to wait; it just kind of happened.  I’ve always had feelings for you, and even though there’s been plenty of other girls, they never held my interest.  It seemed pointless to be with another girl when you were the one I couldn’t stop thinking about.”

      Emotion explodes inside me, and I shift, maneuvering until my face can hover over his.  “I’m not sure what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.  As embarrassing as it is to admit I’m still a virgin at twenty-one, it was more important you understand that I’m nothing like Justin.”

      Guilt slices through me like a burning arrow.  “I don’t think that.”  How did I get it so wrong?  Why didn’t I see through to the truth?

      He raises his brows.  “Yeah, you did.”

      “You’re right, I did.  There have always been so many rumors floating around.  How could I not believe them?”

      “They never came from me.”

      That’s the ironic part.  It’s the girls who spread the lies far and wide.  As if there was prestige to be had if you’d slept with Rowan.  An exclusive club that drives up popularity.

      When I was a freshman and even a sophomore, my older teammates would brag about hooking up with him.  My chest would tighten as I was forced to listen to a blow-by-blow of the encounter.  It made me sick to my stomach to think about him messing around with other girls.  Instead of admitting I liked him, I convinced myself that I was disgusted by his sexual antics.  That he was nothing more than a manwhore coasting through college on his athletic prowess and good looks.  Every time he tried to get close, I pushed him away.

      Guys get a bad rap for bragging about sexual encounters, but sometimes...sometimes it’s the girls who make stuff up to look better.  Until now, I didn’t realize it could go both ways.

      “I’ve heard so many girls boast about hooking up with you.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      When he doesn’t say anything more, I prompt, “Doesn’t that bother you?”

      A sigh escapes from him.  “I guess the answer to that would be yes and no.”

      “I don’t understand.”  There have been plenty of times when people have spread rumors about me.  Not only does it suck, it’s humiliating.  It’s the reason I decided to leave campus for the weekend; I couldn’t take the scrutiny for another moment.

      “It’s not like I wanted people to talk about me, but if girls were bragging that we’d hooked up, then no one was speculating as to the reason I wasn’t sleeping around like most of the guys on the team.”

      Wow.  I never considered that.

      “Look at your reaction.”  He pauses for a heartbeat.  “The moment I told you that I was a virgin, you immediately thought I was gay.”

      Heat slams into my cheeks.  He’s right, that’s exactly what I’d thought.  I couldn’t understand why a perfectly healthy and attractive male wouldn’t want to sleep with as many girls as he could.  Especially when they were throwing themselves at him left and right.  From a young age, males are told that in order to be a man, they need to have sex with as many women as possible.  If a guy doesn’t adhere to that, then there’s an assumption something is wrong with him.  As painful as it is to admit, I’m as guilty of perpetrating the notion as everyone else.

      “I’m sorry.”  Now I feel even more like an asshole for jumping to conclusions.  No wonder Rowan didn’t bother to correct the gossip.  “I shouldn’t have assumed that.”

      He brushes a kiss against the crown of my head.  “You don’t have anything to apologize for.  In our society, that’s the way people are conditioned to think.  There must be something wrong with a guy if he decides to wait.  No matter what the reason might be.”  He adds with a touch of humor, “I’m probably the only virgin on campus.”

      His comment lightens the mood.  “Nah, there might be a freshman or two.”

      “Thanks,” he says with a snort.  “I feel much better now.  Maybe we can start a club or support group.”

      I twist in his arms until my mouth can drift over his.  As soon as it does, his lips part, and my tongue slips inside.  He pulls me close and rearranges my body until I’m stretched out on top of him and able to feel all of his hard lines pressed against me.

      It's all too easy to lose myself in him.  The way his mouth sweeps over me.  The velvety softness of his tongue as it tangles with mine.  The feather-light touch of his fingers as they dance along the sides of my breasts before skimming down my sides.

      Almost reluctantly, he pulls away.  “You feel so damn good.”

      When I swoop in for more, he gently pulls away until his gaze can fasten on mine.  “You realize that I’m not looking for a quick fuck, right?”

      How could I not?

      But what does that necessarily mean?

      That we can’t have sex?

      Like right now?

      Because I’m more turned on than I have been in a long time.

      Maybe ever.

      His lips twist as if he has mindreading capabilities.  Carefully he repositions me until I’m snuggled up against him instead of draped across his body.

      I guess that answers the question, now doesn’t it?

      “You’re kind of a tease,” I grumble.

      Even though a chuckle rumbles up from his chest, it’s scraped raw as if he’s as tortured as I am.  “That wasn’t my intention.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”  At this very moment, hormones are raging through my body, singeing me from the inside out.

      He drops a kiss against the top of my head as his arms tighten around me.  “Go to sleep, Demi.”

      A snort escapes.

      Like that’s going to happen anytime soon?

      I don’t think so.
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      Sunlight slants across my face as I wake with a stretch.  My eyelashes flutter open as I focus on the ceiling overhead.  For a sliver of a moment, a sense of calmness fills me, which is odd.  I escaped home because of all the bullshit at school.  So, I don’t understand why everything feels kind of—

      Perfect.

      That’s when the memories from last night crash through my head like a ton of bricks.  One moment I’m blissfully unaware and the next—boom!  They’re there.  I’m suddenly wide awake and jackknifing to a seated position.

      Holy crap!  My gaze flies around the empty room.  Except for the masculine scent clinging to the sheets, there’s no sign that Rowan slept in my bed.  With a deep lungful of air to prove I’m not delusional, I collapse against the pillows.

      Last night...

      Did that really happen?

      My fingers drift across my lips.

      Did I kiss Rowan?

      Hold on a second...did he actually admit to being a virgin?

      Mind.

      Officially.

      Blown.

      My breath gets clogged in my throat at the thought.

      Rowan Michaels.

      Campus player.

      Hot commodity with a golden ticket to the NFL.

      Now we’re adding virgin to that list?

      And he’s seriously been holding out for me?

      Me?

      It seems a little too farfetched.

      And yet...

      I believe him.  There’s no reason not to.  I’ve known Rowan for a long time, and the one thing I can unequivocally say is that he’s never lied to me.  I trail my fingers over the cold sheets.  We talked.  And kissed.  Then fell asleep wrapped up in each other’s arms.

      And now he’s gone.

      Does Rowan think he can dump all that on me and then take off at the crack of dawn?

      Are we supposed to pretend it never happened?

      Rowan could have allowed me to finish out senior year blissfully unaware of his true feelings, but he didn’t.  He took a chance and disclosed everything.  At the same time, forcing me to acknowledge what I’ve always kept bottled up inside.  Now, knowing what I do, how can I pretend it doesn’t exist?

      With a huff of frustration, I throw off the covers and pad over to the window before drawing back the gauzy curtain to peer outside.  It might be early September, but it’s absolutely gorgeous out.  My gaze lands on the now empty spot where Rowan’s pickup truck had been parked last night.  I draw my lower lip between my teeth before chewing on it, dropping the sheer material back into place, and taking a step in retreat.

      I’m confused as to what his absence means.  Is the ball now in my court?  Am I supposed to make the next move?  What is my next move?  Do I even have one?

      Not really.

      Well...it appears I’ve got some thinking to do this weekend.  I can mull over the issue with a steaming cup of coffee.  Hopefully, that will get my neurons firing.

      Since I have the house to myself, I don’t bother to throw a robe over my tank top and panties.  I’ve never been self-conscious about my body.  I’ve been an athlete my entire life.  I’m used to changing in a locker room full of girls.

      With my mind full of Rowan, I pad down the staircase to the entryway before turning toward the back of the house.  Sunshine pours in through the eastern facing windows as I pull open the refrigerator door and peer inside.

      Yup, it’s like I suspected—a barren wasteland.  Since Dad lives alone, he doesn’t keep up on domestic chores like cooking, cleaning, and shopping.  After the divorce, he hired Mrs. Granger, an older woman in the neighborhood to stock the fridge once a week, tidy up the house, do the laundry, and prepare a few quick meals for when he’s running late.  Otherwise, the guy would probably camp out at the stadium and subsist on cafeteria food.

      What he needs is a girlfriend.  Every once in a while, I make noises about him dying alone.  With a roll of his eyes, he’ll remind me that he’s perfectly content living a bachelor lifestyle.  His excuse is that he doesn’t have enough time to devote to a girlfriend, and no woman wants to be a distant second to football.  He’s not wrong about that, but maybe if the right woman came along, it would change his mind and his priorities.

      What?

      It could happen.  Although, I won’t be holding my breath.

      It takes seconds to scour the entire contents of the fridge.  There’s not even a single slice of pizza to be found because Rowan and I polished it off last night.  Had I known he would be making an unannounced appearance, I would have ordered two larges.  My plan had been to nibble on it throughout the weekend.

      Guess that idea has been shot to hell.

      As I slam the fridge closed, the front door opens.  Which is...odd.  There’s no way Dad is home.  He shouldn’t return until late Sunday evening, and if, by chance, his plans changed, he would have called or texted to let me know.

      My muscles tense as I cautiously move to the middle of the room, giving me clear sightlines to the entryway.  A puff of air escapes from my lungs when I find Rowan.  As our gazes lock and hold, something pings unwantedly at the bottom of my belly.  For so many years, I ignored the physical attraction, doing my best to convince myself it didn’t exist.  His confession last night makes that impossible.  The floodgates have been opened, and there’s no chance of resurrecting them again.

      Only now do I realize how disappointed I was to find him missing this morning.

      His lips quirk into a lopsided smile as he holds up a paper bag with a familiar logo stamped across the front.  “I ran out for bagels and coffee.”

      Fresh bagels are my absolute favorite.  Before his admission last night, I would have assumed it was nothing more than a coincidence.  Now, I know differently.  It only proves that Rowan has always been there, hovering at the edges, paying attention to the details.  It’s such an insignificant gesture, and yet, it means so much.  No other guy has ever bothered to run out and grab breakfast in the morning.

      My heart lurches, and it takes effort to clear away the emotion struggling to take root deep inside.  I’m not ready for that yet.  Instead, I clear my throat and lift my lips into a smile.  “I thought you took off.”

      “Nope.”

      Warmth blooms inside me as I drag a hand through my disheveled hair.  Unsure what to do or say, I shift my weight and point toward the patio.  He makes me feel emotions I’m not entirely comfortable with.  “Want to eat outside?”

      “Sure.”

      His easy response makes the tension vibrating in the air dissipate.  Needing a moment to collect my scattered thoughts, I turn away, grabbing napkins and plates before carrying them out through the slider to the stamped cement patio that surrounds the pool.  We settle at the iron table beneath an over-sized navy-colored umbrella.  Rowan sets an extra-large travel container of coffee in front of me before opening the bag.  As soon as he does, I catch a whiff of fresh bagels.

      Yum!

      In silence, we arrange our breakfast on our plates.  A burst of anxiety explodes in my belly, and my gaze skitters across the backyard.  Rowan’s confession last night has changed everything.  Nerves hum beneath my skin as I focus on slathering cream cheese onto my bagel.

      When he clears his throat, I nearly jump out of my chair.

      “What are your plans for the day?”

      “Umm...”  My brain blanks.  Plans?  Oh...right.  “I have a couple of assignments to finish up,” I glance at him, “otherwise chill out.”

      There’s a brief pause before he asks, “Mind if I hang with you?”

      A thrill shoots through me, and it takes effort to tamp down my excitement at the notion of spending more time together.  “Not at all.”

      The edges of his lips curl before he reaches out and snags my fingers, pulling me to my feet and onto his lap.  His arms wrap around me, anchoring me securely in place.  Barely am I able to find my bearings before his mouth slants over mine.  My brain clicks off as my arms wind around his neck.  Much like last night, it’s a slow exploration of lips, teeth, and tongues.  Most of the guys I’ve been with are in a hurry to reach the finish line, which is apparently in my pants.  This couldn’t be more different.  As his wide palms stroke over my back, his fingers leave an explosion of delicate shivers in their wake.  When I whimper, he swallows down the sound as if starving for it.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he growls, the low vibration rumbling in his chest.

      Before I realize what’s happening, Rowan rises to his feet.  His arms are locked around me, securing me in place as he turns and sets me down on the chair he had been occupying.  I blink as his fingers go to the hem of his Navy T-shirt, yanking it up his body and over his head before tossing it to the concrete.

      Holy cow...

      From a distance, I’ve seen Rowan without a shirt dozens of times.  Just last night, I caught a glimpse of his chest, but this is different.  It’s broad daylight.  Up close and personal.  With the bright light beaming down on him, he looks very much like a Greek god.  Which is corny as hell but nonetheless true.

      We’re talking sun-kissed flesh and ripped muscles.

      At this point, I’m pretty sure I’m drooling.

      When my eyes finally meander to his, a knowing light fills them.  “Like what you see?”

      It takes everything I have inside to swallow past the thick lump that has settled in the middle of my throat.  “What’s not to like?”

      No, I’m serious.

      What’s not to like?

      The man is utterly gorgeous.  He should be advertising expensive underwear on a billboard somewhere.  This is exactly why girls come out of the woodwork and offer up phony stories about him.

      His fingers drop to the button of his jeans, where they hesitate long enough to send my heart pounding into overdrive before a metal snap breaks the silence of the morning.  Only then do I become aware of the air trapped in my lungs and have to make a conscious effort to force it out again.

      With a ridiculous amount of leisure, he lowers the metal teeth of his fly.  Rowan Michaels is giving me my very own private strip-tease.  Do you have any idea what most girls on campus would give to be in my position?

      We’re talking first-born sons.

      The denim material is shoved down muscular thighs before it puddles around his ankles, and he’s standing in nothing more than a pair of form-fitting black boxer-briefs.

      My mouth turns cottony as a knowing smirk curls around the edges of his lips.

      And you know what?

      I couldn’t give a crap.

      He deserves every ounce of ego where his body is concerned.  It’s a thing of beauty.  I get a few moments to eat him up with my eyes before he stalks toward me.  Once he closes the distance, he places a hand on each armrest of the chair, effectively caging me in.  His lips hover over mine, stroking back and forth.  When he finally draws away, it feels as if I’m burning up inside.  My panties have dampened.  I don’t have to wait long for his next move.  He slides his arms around my body and scoops me up.  It’s an effortless movement.  As if I weigh nothing at all.  My legs tangle around his lean waist as my arms do the same with his neck.  Awareness sizzles through me as my core is pressed against his tight abdominals.  When he hoists me higher, the grinding motion nearly sends my eyes rolling to the back of my head.

      “Are you ready for this?” he asks, his voice barely penetrating the loud rush of the ocean that fills my ears.

      Oh, my God...

      Is he talking about sex?

      Instead of walking toward the sliding door and inside the house like I expect, he swings in the opposite direction.

      I don’t understand.  Are we going to do it outside?  It’s not like I’m opposed to the idea, but I thought—

      “Hang on,” he murmurs.

      Hang on?

      Too late do I realize his intent.  With me secured tightly in his arms, Rowan jumps into the deep end of the pool.  Not that it does any good, but a protest bursts from my lips as we hit the water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            ROWAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Demi sputters as we surface from the crystal-clear liquid.  Tiny waves lap at our bodies.  Eyes wide with shock, she stares at me with a slack-jawed expression.  My shoulders shake with silent laughter.  Mentally, I prepare myself for the ass-chewing I’m about to receive.

      It takes a moment for the edges of her lips to tremble and laughter to bubble up from her throat.  Just when I think all is forgiven, she slaps her palm against the water, splashing me in the face.

      “I can’t believe you did that!”  She untangles herself and sprays me again.

      That makes two of us.  Things were just starting to heat up, and who knows what would have happened had I walked us into the house instead of the pool.  Actually, I know exactly what would have transpired.  I want this girl in the worst possible way.  But I also want to take this slow.

      I shield my eyes with one hand before retaliating.  Hey, what’s good for the goose is good for the gander, right?  Or some shit like that.

      With a squeal, Demi swims away from me.  As she puts more distance between us, she kicks a steady stream of water in my direction.  In case you might have forgotten, her legs are muscular.  She can easily keep this up for days.  The grin on her face tells me that she knows it as well.

      “Now you’re in trouble,” I bellow, rising up from the water like the Loch Ness Monster, and leaping at her with outstretched arms.

      She yelps and tries to twist away.  The operative word in that sentence being tries.  I get my hands on her for a moment before her slippery flesh slides through my fingers, and she sprays water in my eyes.  For the next fifteen minutes, we splash around and play.  I’ve swum in Coach’s pool dozens of times.  He usually invites the team over for a barbeque during the season, and Demi is always there to help out.

      Do I necessarily like the guys ogling her in a bikini?

      Hell, no.

      Is there anything I could do about it?

      Other than crack the back of a few skulls when they stared a little too long, nope—not a damn thing.  It was both heaven and hell.

      When our breathing turns labored, I finally say, “All right, I give.  You win.”

      Demi snickers.  She’s an endless bound of energy.  It’s one of her strengths on the soccer field.  Even in the final minutes of the game, she’s still going strong, running circles around the other team.  It’s all the extra conditioning she puts in.  I’ve never met anyone more single-minded and dedicated to the sport they play.  And that, my friends, is sexy as hell.

      She tilts her head and beams.  “You sure about that?”

      “Yup.”

      When she rises from the water, the tank top gets plastered to her lean upper body, molding to her breasts like a second skin.  Her nipples tighten into hard little buds that poke through the thin fabric.  The dusky color is clear as day through the pale pink material.

      My mouth dries as I stare.  Pulling my gaze away is impossible.  I’ve been rendered powerless.  I’m totally at her mercy.  Does this girl have any idea how damn sexy she is?  Or how much I want her?

      How much I’ve always wanted her?

      She can’t possibly know.  I’ve spent so many years, holding all these feelings deep inside.  It’s both scary and a relief to finally release them.

      Her body stills.  Like a prey animal scenting a predator.  She doesn’t move a single muscle.  Instead, Demi stands under bright shafts of sunlight and allows me to look my fill.

      Time stretches and lengthens along with my nerves.  With a deliberateness that leaves my heart stuttering, her fingers drop to the hem of her shirt before carefully dragging it up her body and over her head.  With her gaze locked on mine, she tosses the sopping wet material to the edge of the pool.  It lands against the concrete with a thunk.

      Holy.

      Shit.

      If I didn’t realize it before, I certainly do now.  Demi Richards is utter perfection.  Her breasts are high and tight with a slight roundness to them.  The nipples are pink and tiny.  All I want to do is wrap my lips around one and suck it into my mouth.

      Do you have any idea how long I’ve dreamed about doing exactly that?

      Since the day I met her when I was fourteen years old.

      As if in slow motion, Demi raises her arms before running her fingers through her long dark hair, sluicing the clear drops of water that run in rivulets down her naked skin.  With her arms stretched high, her breasts stand at attention, and my cock stiffens painfully in my boxers.

      I’m so fucking turned on right now.

      “Don’t you want to touch me?”  Her voice drops to a husky whisper that strums the need buried inside.

      Is she serious?

      I want nothing more than that.  It takes effort to rein in the beast trying to break free beneath the surface of my skin.  But I can’t allow that to happen.  I can’t allow him to claw his way out and lose control.  I won’t scare Demi with the desire bottled up inside me.

      With my need tightly harnessed, I close the distance that separates us.  When I’m no more than a foot away, I reach out and wrap my fingers around one puckered bud before tweaking it gently with my fingertips.

      Her head falls back, exposing the narrow column of her throat as a guttural sounding moan slides from her mouth.  Excitement rushes through my veins as my other hand rises, needing to play with the other perky little nipple.  Pinching and tweaking, elongating each one.  She arches her back as if offering herself up to me.  I palm the soft weight of each breast, needing to learn the feel of her.  My hands slide from her chest, around her ribcage, until I’m able to drag her close.  Close enough to suck one delectable nipple into my mouth.  The deeper I draw her in, the louder her moans become.

      With a soft pop, I release her.  My tongue dances around the areola before lapping at the hard little tip.  Demi squirms in my arms as her hands drift along my biceps, over my shoulders, before tunneling through my hair and dragging me to her.

      “Mmmm, that feels so good,” she murmurs.

      Damn right, it does.

      I could spend an endless amount of time adoring her sweet little titties with my mouth.

      Before I realize it, my leg is wedged between her thighs, and she’s riding me.  Grinding her panty-covered pussy against me.  If I’m not careful, I’ll go off like a shot.  I need to get ahold of myself, and the only way I can do that is to put a little distance between us.

      Fuck!

      It’s the last thing I want right now.

      I lift my head and take in the sight.  Demi looks so damn wanton in my arms with her chest bared under the bright sunlight.  A dazed expression fills her eyes as her long wet hair clings to her shoulders and back.  Her lips are parted so sweetly.  She’s like a fucking goddess come to life.  I couldn’t want her anymore than I already do.

      Several heartbeats pass before the sexual haze clouding her eyes clears.  “Why did you stop?”

      Does she have any idea what that question does to me?  How it forces my control to the breaking point?  If I had my way, I’d take her like a fucking animal.  I want to bury my cock so deep inside her that I have no idea where she begins, and I end.  But I can’t do that.

      Demi means too much to me.

      She always has.

      My fingers tunnel through her hair until I’m able to cup the sides of her head.  I wait until her gaze fastens onto mine, and I have her complete attention.  “When I have you, it won’t be a quick fuck in some damn pool.  It’ll be long and slow and perfect.”

      Her dark eyes turn smoky with need.

      “Yeah, it’s gonna be exactly like that.”  It’s important that Demi understands what she’s getting herself into.  It can’t be an impulsive decision that means nothing.  An itch that needs to be scratched.  “You have to know that once I have you, you’ll be mine, and I won’t let you go anytime soon.”  I pause for a beat, allowing everything I’ve said to sink in.  Carefully, I search her eyes.  “Do you understand?”

      She jerks her head.

      The tightly coiled tension sitting in the pit of my gut gradually dissipates.  “Good.  I want to take my time with this.  With you.”

      She releases a steady breath as her shoulders loosen.  “Okay.”

      Now that we’re both on the same page, I drag her body closer until her breasts are pressed against my chest.  It takes a moment for her muscles to relax.  With a deliberateness that belies the harsh need running rampant through me, I trail my fingers up and down the length of her spine, and for the first time in my life, I realize what contentment feels like.  It’s both strange and unexpected.

      Foreign in nature.

      There have only been a few times I’ve experienced it.  The first was when Coach came into my life and took me under his wing.  The second was when I realized that my dreams of playing in the NFL were more than a pipe dream like my old man had beat into my head.  And the third was when my father pleaded guilty and was sent away.  Hands down, that was the best fucking day of my life because it meant that Mom and I didn’t have to deal with him or his constant bullshit any longer.  He wouldn’t be coming home drunk at two in the morning, knocking Mom around, and stealing her hard-earned cash.  Other than booze, I have no idea what he spent her rent and food money on, but I have my suspicions.

      “Rowan?”

      It’s a relief when Demi’s husky voice pulls me out of those unpleasant thoughts.

      “Yeah?”  My past is ugly and dark.  I don’t want it to ever touch Demi.  She’s everything that is light and happy.  Maybe that’s why I’ve always been so attracted to her.  She’s the opposite of everything I grew up with.  She’s like the vibrant store window I had my face smashed against as a kid.  Always looking in from the outside.  Not quite good enough.  Always dirty and hungry and left wanting.

      A groan slides from me when her teeth sink into her lower lip.  I’m so fucking tempted to nip the plump flesh and suck the fullness into my mouth.  With her topless in my arms, I want to rewind our conversation and tell her that I have no intention of taking this relationship at a leisurely pace.  I want fast.  I want to delve in headfirst and take it all.  I’m like a kid in a candy store who intends to gorge himself on all the sweetness laid out before him.

      “Were you serious last night?” she whispers.

      Those thoughts buzz around in my brain, making it difficult to focus.  “Hmmm?”

      When she remains silent, I force my gaze to hers and realize there’s a flush staining her cheeks.

      Some of the sexual haze clouding my better judgment evaporates.  “Serious about what?”

      Her gaze darts away.

      “Don’t do that,” I growl.  No longer will I allow her to hide from me or what’s unfolding between us.

      Her wide gaze snaps to mine before she blurts, “Were you serious when you said that you’ve liked me for years?”

      My hands tighten around the sides of her head.  “Don’t you understand?”  A second or two tick by.  “Where you’re concerned, I’m as serious as a fucking heart attack.”

      She gulps.  “And I’m the reason you’ve held off on sex?”

      I draw her closer, resting my forehead against hers.  “Since the moment you came into my life, you’ve been my reason for everything.”  Not once do I break eye contact.  “Does that freak you out?”

      She remains silent for a long stretch of time, and I panic.  Fuck...I probably shouldn’t have dumped all that on her last night.  It was too much, too soon.  Unfortunately, there’s no way to back-peddle.  For some stupid reason, I decided it was a good idea to be honest and totally strip myself bare.

      When she shakes her head, the tension filling my muscles evaporates.

      “The last thing I want to do is scare you,” I mutter, feeling self-conscious.

      “I’m not scared.”  She presses her lips together before admitting, “I like that you waited because you wanted to be with me.  It only makes me want you more.”

      Heat fills her eyes, and it is so damn sexy.  A groan rumbles up from my throat as my cock stiffens.  All I want to do is sink inside her.

      “You have,” her tongue darts out to moisten her lips, “done stuff, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m not a total nube,” I mutter.

      “Like what?”  Her eyes light with undisguised interest.  “Tell me.”

      Heat floods my cheeks as I shrug, embarrassment swamping me, threatening to drag me under.  This is a humiliating conversation to have with the one girl I’ve always fantasized about.  I don’t want Demi to think I’m not man enough to please her because I haven’t screwed a ton of girls.

      Or, in my case, any.

      With my hands cupping the sides of her skull and our foreheads touching, she tilts her head until her mouth can slide over mine.  As soon as her tongue brushes across the seam of my lips, I open until they can tangle.  I’m about to lose myself in the caress when she pulls away.

      Her breath comes out in short sharp pants that drift across my lips.  It’s almost drugging.  “There’s no reason we can’t have an open conversation about this, right?”

      Ugh.  The sexual haze surrounding me disintegrates.

      “Yeah, I guess.”  Like I want her to realize just how inexperienced I am?  I’ve already put that out there.  Is there any reason to rub it in?

      “Don’t be embarrassed.”

      It’s much too late for that.  Somewhere, deep inside, I’m dying.

      Slowly.

      “I want to be upfront about everything.”  Quickly she adds, “You can ask me questions, too.”  With our bodies fused together, she pulls away until there’s a bit of distance between our chests.

      Mentally I steel myself for the oncoming humiliation.  If this is what it will take to make this girl mine, then I’ll do it.  “All right, fire away.”

      And that’s exactly how it feels...like I’m standing in front of a firing squad with no chance of escaping unscathed.  She’s either going to find my inexperience a turn-on or not.  I can’t help but wonder for the umpteenth time why the hell I blurted out my virginal status.  That wasn’t something she needed to know.

      “Have you ever had a blow job?”

      I jerk my head into a nod.

      When I remain silent, her voice drops.  “A lot of them?”

      “Yeah.”  It’s not something I’ve ever kept track of, but there has been a good amount.  The first time a girl went down on me was sophomore year of high school.  She bore an uncanny resemblance to Demi.  I’m not proud of it, but with the girl’s head buried in my lap, I could stroke my fingers through her long dark hair and pretend she was someone else.  I remember exploding in her mouth and her sucking me down until every muscle turned limp.

      Best fucking feeling in the world.

      Maybe I wasn’t out boning every girl I could get my hands on, but when I needed a release, that did the trick.

      Carefully I pick through the thoughts that flicker across her face.  “Does that change the way you feel about me?”

      She shakes her head.  “Of course not.”

      Time to turn the tables.  “What about you?  How many guys have you blown?”

      Her gaze darts away as heat rises in her cheeks.

      “Hey.”  My hand settles on the curve of her jaw.  “It goes both ways, remember?  There’s no reason to be embarrassed.  We can be honest with each other.”

      “A couple.”  When I raise a brow, wanting specifics, she adds, “Three.”  Her shoulders jerk.  “Oral sex seems so much more intimate than...”

      “Actual sex?”

      “Yeah.”

      The question shoots from my mouth before I can stop it.  “How many guys have gone down on you?”  I want to know everything about this girl—all the nitty-gritty details.

      “None.”

      “Really?”  My brows shoot up.  From my limited experience, girls seem to enjoy it.  A lot.  Hell, some like it more than sex.  I’m a little surprised but, then again, I like that she hasn’t done it with anyone else.  It’s something new we can explore together.

      A blush hits her cheeks as she shakes her head.  “I’ve slept with five guys, and the relationships never lasted more than three or four months.  Most of my boyfriends were more interested in getting off rather than making sure it was good for me.”

      I hate to admit it, but college-aged dudes are selfish assholes when it comes to sex.  There’s a reason they say—young, dumb, and full of cum.  Because most of them are.

      “Have you,” her voice drops, “gone down on a girl before?”

      “If you’re asking if I’ve returned the favor, then yeah...I have.  It only seemed fair.”  The edges of my lips curl into a smile as I whisper against the shell of her ear, “I don’t want to brag, but I’ve got some serious tongue skills in that department.”  I suck the delicate lobe into my mouth before biting down on it.  “I love everything there is about eating pussy.”  When her breath catches, I continue.  “I love thrusting my tongue deep inside and hitting that little spot that drives girls crazy.”

      Demi moans, grinding her pelvis against mine.  Her response only ramps me up even more.

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do to you.  I’m gonna spread your lips wide and lick your pussy until you cream all over the place.  Then I’m going to suck that little clit into my mouth until you scream my name over and over again.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “You know what else I like?”

      With a shake of her head, she whimpers.

      “I love talking dirty.”

      I’ve barely touched this girl, and she’s on the cusp of splintering apart.

      So.

      Damn.

      Responsive.

      How did Justin let her slip through his fingers?  How did any of the guys she’s been with allow her to get away?  Didn’t they realize what they had?

      Too fucking bad for them.  Their loss is my gain.  And once I make her mine, I won’t ever let go.

      I squeeze her ass in the palms of my hands.  So damn muscular.  And that’s a huge turn-on.  Some guys like their women to be soft and curvy.  That’s never done it for me.  Maybe it’s because this girl has always dominated my thoughts.  I’ve never been able to see past her.  Even though her body is tight and athletic, Demi has curves where it counts.  I can’t wait to strip her bare and learn every inch of her body.

      “I want you so much right now.”  Her eyelashes flutter open, and need fills her eyes.  “Are you sure about waiting?”

      Hell, no.

      As I capture her lips, my tongue plunges into her mouth to tangle and dance.  I pull her against me until she can feel how hard I am.  “I want you more than you could possibly know, but it needs to be right.  I want to take my time, and I want you to be certain.”

      She grinds her pelvis against me.  “Remove those boxers, and I’ll show you how certain I am.”

      Even though it feels like the tip of my cock is going to explode, the comment makes my lips twitch.  Did I ever think there would come a time when Demi Richards would practically beg me to fuck her?

      Nope.  Never in a million years.

      “Slow,” I whisper as a reminder to both of us.  “We need to take this slow.”

      Although that doesn’t mean I can’t give her a preview of what she can expect.  A little something to look forward to.  One hand slips from her ass to the front of her panties before delving inside.  I groan as my fingers brush over the soft lips of her pussy.  She widens her legs as I push two fingers inside.

      Once they are completely seated inside her warmth, a moan escapes from her.

      “Feel better?”

      “Yes.”  Her eyelids drift shut as her head lolls back.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything as sexy as Demi gyrating against me, getting off on my fingers.  Slowly I drag them from the heat of her body before plunging inside again.  It doesn’t take long for us to find a rhythm.  A flush stains her cheeks as her teeth sink into her lower lip.

      She’s so fucking beautiful.

      When a furrow creases her brow, I know she’s hovering at the precipice.  I pump my hand, giving her everything she needs to find her release.  Her body tightens as her movements become frenzied.  As she opens her mouth to scream, I seal my lips over hers and swallow down her pleasure.  I continue thrusting my fingers inside her until her muscles turn lax.  Only then does satisfaction fill me as I slip free from her body.

      If I have my way, that will be the first of many orgasms I give this girl.
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      We spend the rest of Saturday morning working on a statistics assignment and kicking around a ball in the backyard.  The QB may be hot stuff on the stadium turf, but on the soccer field?  I run circles around his ass.  Since the refrigerator looks like Mother Hubbard’s cupboards, we decide to make a run to the grocery store and pick up a couple of necessities to get us through the rest of the weekend.  On the way home, Rowan detours, swinging into the paved parking lot of Twist ’N Dip, a small ice cream stand in the center of town.

      He doesn’t realize it, but this place holds a lot of fond childhood memories for me.  When I started playing soccer, Dad would bring me here as a special treat after each game.  It was something I always looked forward to.  Once I started playing with higher-level teams, and we started traveling more, we’d stop when we were in the area, but that became less frequent.  I haven’t been here in ages.  Probably since middle school.

      “I love this place.”  Nostalgia fills me as I study the small white brick building with a sliding glass window.  It looks exactly the way it did ten years ago.

      Rowan flashes me a grin.  “Yeah, I remember you mentioning it.”

      Huh...I don’t recall that conversation.

      “Really?”  My brows lift as I sift through my memories.

      “It was a while ago.”  He shrugs.  “You said your dad would bring you here after games.  You loved the dipped cones.”

      That’s exactly what I’d order.

      Every single time.

      My heart flutters beneath my ribcage at the realization that he tucked away such an insignificant piece of information.  It’s another reminder that Rowan has been quietly hovering at the edges of my life, paying attention to the minute details, while I was intent on creating walls to keep him at a distance.  I pegged him as a player who would only end up hurting me.

      How did I not see him for the person he truly is?

      Why was I so stubborn about giving him a chance?

      I don’t realize I’ve become trapped in a web of my thoughts until Rowan reaches over and gently strokes his fingers along the curve of my cheek.  “Does it weird you out that I know so much?”  Concern and embarrassment weave their way through his voice.

      If it were anyone else—yeah, I might find it creepy or stalkerish.  But how can I possibly feel that way when this is Rowan we’re talking about?  Someone who has been a part of my life for so long?  He and my dad have formed such a strong bond.  We sit down for dinner every Wednesday night.  We’ve had at least one class together every semester.  Had I paid more attention, I’d probably know as much about him as he does about me.

      “No.”  If I’m being honest, I like that he knows me so well.  Rowan understands what’s important to me.  I’ve been with enough self-absorbed guys who didn’t ask one thing about me.  Some couldn’t even be bothered to discover what position I play on the field.  They talk about themselves ad nauseam and barely ask any questions.  They don’t care about my thoughts or feelings.  Sometimes, I think they would prefer I didn’t have any.  “It doesn’t.”

      “Good.”  The pad of his thumb grazes my bottom lip.  “The last thing I want to do is scare you away.”

      “I’m not scared.”  Which is strange.  I’ve spent so many years keeping him at a firm distance, and now, all I want to do is pull him close.  I want to rip away the last of the barriers that keep me from him.   “I wish I hadn’t been so stubborn,” I admit.  Guilt slices through me as my gaze drops to my fingers as they twist together in my lap.  “I wasted so much time.”

      “I think we went through everything we needed to in order to get to this place.  Our relationship grew when it was meant to.”

      His response sends a little shiver scuttling through me, and the fine hair on my arms prickle.  “Do you really believe that?”  My gaze locks on his as interest careens through me.  “That everything happens for a reason?”

      Emotion flashes in his blue eyes.  For a split second, they deepen with a vibrant color before vanishing.  It’s there and gone like a crack of lightning before I can decipher what it meant.

      “For the most part, I do.”  His fingers strum my cheek, and I’m tempted to sink into his touch.

      His take on life surprises me.  I wasn’t expecting it.

      Fate.

      Kismet.

      Destiny.

      Whatever you want to call it, it all means the same thing.

      I tilt my head and study him, intrigued by the notion.  This isn’t the kind of conversation I expected to have with Rowan while sitting in the Twist ’N Dip parking lot.  All thoughts of ice cream flee as I delve headfirst into the topic.  “Isn’t that more of a yes or no question?  You either believe everything happens for a reason or you don’t?”

      A slight chuckle escapes from him.  “Is anything in life ever that black and white?”  The emotion I’d caught sight of moments ago comes back full force, and it feels like we’re drilling a little deeper beneath the surface of our relationship.  He’s revealing a tiny piece of himself that not everyone else gets to see.  “Is your life that black and white?”

      Good question.

      “I’ve never thought about it before in such simple terms.”  As the words tumble off my tongue, I realize there’s never been a need for me to examine such an existential question.   Even though my parents are divorced, and our family has gone through some challenging times, my life has been stable and fairly easy.  My parents have good jobs, we’ve had plenty of money, and have always had a nice place to live.  And I was loved.  Most of the girls I grew up playing soccer with came from the same kind of upper middle-class background.  Travel soccer is surprisingly expensive; you have to have a disposable income to practice, train, and travel.  This little bit of introspection makes me realize how blessed I am.  Perhaps if my life hadn’t been so cushy, those are questions I would have reflected upon at an earlier age.

      For Rowan to have already formed an opinion about the topic makes me wonder about his upbringing.  I had assumed he grew up much like I did—in a solid middle-class neighborhood in suburbia with two loving parents who supported his dream of playing football.  My mind tumbles back to the conversation at the stadium and how guarded he’d become when I asked about his family.  Only now do I realize that maybe I jumped to the wrong conclusion.

      “But it kind of sounds like you have,” I say softly, hoping to tease out a little more insight.

      For a long moment, he remains silent.  Just when I wonder if he’ll respond, he says, “When you grow up with very little, and you see people around you with so much more, it makes you question the reason for it.”  Rowan jerks his shoulders.  “So yeah, maybe I have examined if there’s a purpose to the things that happen to us or shape us into the human beings that we are.  It’s kind of depressing to think the struggles we go through in life are pointless and don’t ultimately push us toward our purpose or goals.”

      I blink, surprised and yet somehow not by the depth hidden behind Rowan’s pretty façade.  There is so much more to him than being a handsome football-playing jock.  It’s doubtful most people take the time to get to know him on this level; or that he gives them the opportunity to see him in this light.

      “I guess I never thought about it like that.”

      He strokes my face.  “Maybe that’s why it took so long for you to open your eyes and see me standing in front of you.  Maybe we both had to change and grow before we were ready for that next step.”

      Everything in me stills as I consider the possibility.  Maybe Rowan is correct, and life works out the way it’s supposed to when the time is right.  The challenges we work through and ultimately overcome are there to help shape us into the people we were always meant to be.

      It's a dizzying thought.

      He shrugs, and the seriousness filling his eyes melts away.  “You ready for that ice cream?”

      When I nod, he closes the distance and brushes his lips across mine.  “Good.  Then we can go back to your place and have a little rematch.  FYI—this time I won’t go so easy on you.”

      Laughter bubbles up in my throat, banishing our previous discussion, and lightening the atmosphere.  “Oh, please!  We both know I kicked your ass fair and square.  But hey, it would be my pleasure to crush you all over again.”

      He raises a brow.  “You always this cocky?”

      “That’s not cockiness,” I snort.  “It’s confidence.”

      “Whatever it is,” his fingers trail over my bare thigh toward the vee between my legs, “it’s sexy as hell.”

      My gaze drops to his hand before flicking to his face.  I point to the offending appendage.  “Yeah, that’s not going to work, bruh.  I’m not that distractable.”

      “Bruh?”  He bursts out laughing.  “Is that what I am now?  Your bruh?”

      “When we’re on the field, and I’m wiping it with your ass, that’s exactly what you are.”

      “Have I mentioned how sexy the confidence is?”

      I flash him a grin.  “Does that mean I’ll be getting lucky afterward?”

      A cagey look enters his eyes.  “Guess we’re going to find out now, aren’t we?”

      Oh, you’re damn right we are.

      Game on.
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      My eyelids flutter, and I blink, focusing on the guy stretched out next to me.  His bare chest rises and falls with every inhalation.  I glance at the window and realize the sun is peeking over the horizon, painting the sky in splashes of pink and purple hues.  As beautiful as the sight is, it’s not nearly enough to hold my attention, and my gaze returns to Rowan.  His blond hair is spread out across the pillow.  His skin’s sun-kissed hue glows against the snowy white sheets, giving him a rich color.

      I almost shake my head.

      A week ago, I could never have fathomed waking up in bed next to him.  Or that he had wanted me this entire time—enough to remain a virgin.  Even now, it all seems farfetched.  The past thirty-six hours have irrevocably altered our relationship.  We can never go back to what it once was.

      As swiftly as this has happened, Rowan wants to take our physical relationship slow.  After we fooled around in the pool yesterday morning, all I wanted was to feel him inside my body.  Even though I gave it my best shot, Rowan was adamant about taking our time and waiting.

      It’s kind of funny.  And a bit of a role reversal.  In most of my past relationships, I’ve always been the one to pump the brakes.  And now that I’ve finally found a guy I want to tear the clothes off of and get naked with, he’s the one slow tracking sex.  I’ve read enough novels to appreciate the irony when I see it.  And this situation is chock-full of it.

      I inch closer to the warmth that emanates from his lean body.  His arms are stretched above his head, making his chest stand out in sharp relief.  The rigid slab of muscle and sinewy strength makes my mouth go dry.  Even though his hair is the color of freshly harvested wheat in bright sunlight, his thick eyebrows and lashes are dark—the latter sweeps in twin crescents across his cheeks.  Any girl would be envious of their length.

      His softly parted lips draw me closer.  I’m tempted to press my mouth against his.  No one has ever kissed me with so much skill.  And the way he takes his time...

      It’s as if we have an eternity to explore and discover each other.

      A horde of butterflies erupts in my belly as I study him in fascination.  I’ve spent so much of my life pretending Rowan wasn’t there that I never stopped to look at him without my prejudices coloring the lens.

      My teeth sink into my lower lip.  It’s like I’m seeing him for the first time.  I’m totally bowled over by the man I find in front of me.  And make no mistake, Rowan Michaels is all man.  Deliciously so.  There’s something about him that captivates me and draws me like a bee to honey.  Maybe this is why I went to such great lengths to avoid him in the first place.  Deep down, I knew this was the one guy who could wreck me, and I wasn’t ready.  His admission Friday night has peeled away every protective layer of my resistance.  I now find myself strangely powerless where he’s concerned.

      It's as frightening as it is freeing.  Almost as if I’ve shed all of the constraints that have kept me firmly in check all these years.  I can only liken it to jumping out of an airplane and not knowing if your parachute will open before you smack into the ground.

      Here’s hoping my parachute opens.

      My gaze scours the chiseled lines of his face.  He’s all hard angles with sharp cheekbones, pouty lips, and a strong chin.  For a second time in a handful of minutes, his good looks hit me like a sly sucker-punch to the gut.

      What I’ve learned in the past thirty-six hours is that Rowan is so much more than a hot, football-playing jock.  There is a hidden depth I never imagined existed.  I’m having a difficult time reconciling the guy I thought I knew with the one he actually is.

      Ever since I stepped foot on campus freshman year, I’ve been inundated with the whispered rumors of his sexual conquests.  Stories swirl through the hallowed corridors and lurk around every corner.  Pictures of him surrounded by busty sorority girls flood Insta after every weekend.  Over the years, I’ve heard dozens of girls brag about hooking up with him.  And they were all a bunch of lies.  It blows my mind that these chicks would fib about having sex with Rowan.

      For three years, I steered clear because of those lies.  It turned my stomach to hear about his sexual exploits.  Like he was somehow incapable of keeping his dick in his pants.  Only now do I realize that I’ve never heard him talk about a girl or even flirt with one.  They were the ones always running their mouths.

      He has a reputation as a manwhore and the guy has never had sex before.

      How messed up is that?

      I almost snort but bite back the sound at the last minute, not wanting to wake him.  I’m enjoying my silent perusal with the light that streams through the windows and across the bed.  My room faces the eastern sky and gets a ton of sunshine in the morning.  I used to hate it and would drag a pillow over my face so I could sleep.

      At the moment, though?

      I’m loving it.

      My gaze travels from the planes and angles of his face before sliding to the powerful lines of his chest.  Even in repose, his musculature is a sight to behold.  Rowan works hard to look the way he does.  This is not simply a case of good genetics.  This kind of muscle tone and hard, sinewy strength takes years of rigorous weightlifting to achieve.  As a fellow athlete, I can totally appreciate the dedication.  To sculpt your body into a machine takes single-minded focus and determination.

      My fingers itch to reach out and trace over his flat male nipples.  I want to draw each one into my mouth and nibble at them with sharp teeth.  The need to drive him as crazy as he makes me thrums through my blood.

      Is that even possible?

      For the umpteenth time, I’m bowled over by the thought of Rowan holding out for me.  That knowledge only stokes the hunger that demands I explore every firm inch of him.  My gaze slides to his lower abdomen, where the sheet lays crumpled.  There are so many tantalizing muscles on display.

      Rowan Michaels is more sculpture than actual man.

      A light trail of hair arrows from his lower abdominals before disappearing beneath the cotton sheet.  My gaze drops to the tented material.  It looks like someone is sporting a little morning wood.  Although, by all appearances, there’s nothing little about it.

      My teeth sink into my lower lip as I tentatively reach out and tug the sheet down his body until the waistband of his boxers comes into view.  Gradually the cover slithers further until his boner is revealed.  Sharp shafts of need explode in my lower belly before settling in my core.  Unable to resist the impulse, I reach out and stroke my fingers over the thick curve.  Even beneath the cotton material, heat radiates off him as if he’s burning up with a fever.  It sends goose bumps skittering along my skin.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Three times I caress the hard length.  Another punch of arousal slams into me.  So badly do I want to delve beneath the thin material and wrap my fingers around him.  A groan rumbles from Rowan’s chest as he shifts beneath my touch.  I glance up, only to find him watching me through slitted eyelids still clouded with sleep.

      “Good morning,” I whisper, continuing to stroke his length.

      He stretches beneath my fingertips, becoming impossibly hard.  “Yes, it certainly is.”

      His voice is all deep and growly.  It sends another arrow of lust straight down to my core before exploding like a firework.  Already my panties are damp with need.  The way I’m touching him isn’t nearly enough to appease the insatiable desire burning through my body.  I need more.

      So much more.

      Since he hasn’t put the kibosh on what I’m doing, I decide to push the boundary and take it further by tugging at the waistband of his boxers.  First one side and then the other, until I’ve worked the elastic down his narrow hips, and his thick cock springs free.

      My eyes widen at the sight of him.

      Sure...I’d suspected he was large.  I could see the long curve of it beneath the material, but it’s considerably bigger than I had assumed.  Enamored by the sight, I run the pads of my fingers from the velvety soft head, over the length, to the root, which is buried in a nest of curls.  His erection jerks beneath my touch, and another bolt of excitement crashes through me.

      I flick my gaze to his and smirk.  “Impressive.”

      His lips twitch at the corners with amusement.  “Thanks, I try.”

      My focus returns to the part of him that holds my attention spellbound.  “Oh, there’s no trying involved.”

      A snort escapes from him.  Beneath his watchful gaze, I inch closer until his masculine scent can assault me.

      “What are you doing?”  Urgency leaps into his voice as if he’s only now become aware of my intentions.

      “This.”  I swipe my tongue across his crown.

      He groans, arching his pelvis toward me.  “Demi...do you have any idea what you’re doing to me?”

      “If you have to ask, then I guess not.”  A devious smile dances across my face.  It feels so damn good to have him at my mercy.  I swirl my tongue over the blunt tip before sucking him into my mouth.

      A guttural sound vibrates through his body as his fingers tangle in the length of my hair.

      I’m no pro at blow jobs, but I’ve given enough to know how to do it right.  And if his reaction is any indication, then what I’m doing feels pretty damn good.  Wanting to give him pleasure, I slowly slide up and down his length.  My tongue swirls around the head before I lick my way to his shaft.

      “Fuck,” he hisses.

      The sounds he makes only spur me on.  His teeth sink into his lower lip as his eyelids fall shut.  Pleasure flashes across his face as I draw him into my mouth until he is able to nudge the back of my throat.  When his body tightens, I release him, licking and nibbling at his firm flesh before repeating the process all over again, relentlessly pushing him toward the edge.

      It only takes a couple of minutes before his back is arching and his muscles coil tight.  His fingers pull at me.  “Demi, I’m gonna—”

      My suction becomes more voracious.  I’ve only let one other guy come in my mouth.  It’s not something I normally enjoy, but I want to experience this closeness with him.

      More than anything, I want to be the one who snaps his control.

      “Oh, fuck.”  His hips arch off the mattress as he ejaculates.  The saltiness gets swallowed down in thirsty gulps.  I don’t stop milking his cock until every last drop has disappeared, and he softens in my mouth.

      When I finally release him, I nuzzle the velvety tip with my lips.  This is the first blow job I’ve ever enjoyed.  There’s something incredibly intimate about using your mouth to pleasure someone else.  There’s an exchange of power I never really thought about.

      Like everything else with Rowan, this, too, feels different.

      A good kind of different.

      An addictive kind of different.

      The best kind of different.
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      Holy fuck.

      My mind spins out of control.  I’m barely able to focus on one thought.

      That felt amazing.

      No...better than amazing.

      fan-fucking-tastic.

      I’ve had girls blow me before, but it was never anything more than a release.  This experience couldn’t be more different.  It was somehow deeper, more meaningful, and that has everything to do with the girl I’m sharing this moment with.  The one I’ve spent years pining for.  The one I never thought I’d actually have.

      Fuck...would you listen to me?

      I don’t care if I sound like a lovesick pussy.  As my mind clears, my gaze stays pinned to her.  Looking away isn’t an option.  It never was.

      Fuck, but she’s beautiful.  I mean, really beautiful.  All that messy dark hair falling over her shoulders and cascading down her back.  It’s spread across my thigh as she stares up at me.  Her mouth is so damn close to my cock that every soft inhalation stirs my arousal.

      As our eyes lock and hold, all I can think about is returning the favor.  I want to press my face against her heat and taste every gorgeous inch.  I want to learn every dip and curve of her body.  My new mission in life is to discover what gives her pleasure and drives her over the edge.  What will make her scream and see stars?  Does she like having her lips stroked?  Her clit sucked?  Her pussy spread wide?

      I have no idea, but I’m going to damn well find out.

      I want to wreck this girl for all other guys like she’s ruined me.

      “Fuck, baby,” I gasp when I’m finally able to get a handle on myself.

      She grins, her chin resting against my thigh as her tongue darts out to swipe over my softened cock like it’s a lollipop.  If she keeps that up, I’ll be stiffening again in no time.  This girl turns me on like no other.

      Before she can get any more ideas in that pretty little head of hers, I slide my hands beneath her arms and drag her up my body until she’s draped over me.  My lips slant across hers before plunging inside.  The fact that she tastes like me is such a turn-on.  I sink into the caress, licking at the inside of her mouth.  I could spend days exploring her, our tongues twisted together, teeth scraping.  But the need to discover other parts pounds through me like that of a steady drumbeat.  I need to taste her.  With one smooth movement, I flip us over until she’s flat on her back.  Then I drag her arms above her head and pin her wrists near the headboard.  The delicate pulse in her throat flutters like the wings of a hummingbird as she watches me with wide eyes.

      Oh, baby, you have no idea what kind of hungry beast you’ve unleashed inside me, but you’re about to find out.

      I lower my face to hers before nipping at that plump lower lip.  “And now I get to discover what you taste like.”

      My fingers loosen from around her wrists before grabbing the hem of her tank top and dragging it up her torso.  The material is pulled over her head and tossed to the floor.  Excitement rushes through me as I move to the side and stare down at her.  A topless Demi is a glorious sight to behold.

      But a naked Demi?

      Yeah...I’ve waited too damn long for this moment.

      My fingers itch to rip the panties away so that she’s completely bared to my sight.  I don’t want anything standing between us, not even a thin scrap of fabric.  Instead of doing that, I will myself to slow my roll.  As impatient as I am, I want to savor the moment.  It’s one I’ve waited years for.  I take a couple of seconds to beat back the raging beast inside me.  Once firmly under control, I slip my index fingers beneath the slender elastic band before carefully drawing the material down her body.  Anticipation bubbles up inside me.

      My whole life has been built around control.  There was a time when I didn’t have any.  I was at the mercy of my father and his whims.  It was complete chaos.  I never knew from one day to the next if we would have the essentials.  Money, food, a roof over our heads.  None of it was assured.  All that changed once he was locked up.  Little by little, I took control back.  It’s not something I’ll ever relinquish.  One of the reasons I’ve worked out and gotten big is so that no one could ever waltz in and take advantage of my mom and me again.  I wanted to go to college and play football for a Division I school, and I made sure it happened.  The first time I saw Demi, I wanted her.  It might have taken years, but I made that happen as well.  I could have been getting laid since I was a sophomore in high school.  Instead, I exercised that same control, knowing it was all about the long game.

      You don’t think it takes willpower to turn down every girl who has offered to spread her legs?

      It takes a monstrous amount.

      Especially when they’re crawling buck naked into bed with you, rubbing their hot little pussies against you.  It would have been all too easy to bury myself in their tight heat and fuck some of my need for Demi out of me.

      But I couldn’t do it.

      I couldn’t sleep with one girl, all the while fantasizing that I was screwing another.  It was bad enough I did it when they were blowing me.

      When Demi whimpers, I blink back to the present and the girl I’ve always wanted.

      Did I ever think I’d actually see her like this?

      Ready and willing?

      Crying out for my touch?

      I shake those thoughts away and focus on the girl writhing beneath me.  Damn, but she’s sexy.  Way more than I dared to imagine.  My tongue darts out to moisten my parched lips as her mound is revealed.  The top of her slit comes into view.

      Holy fuck...she’s completely bare.

      Unable to resist the gorgeous sight, I lean down and press a kiss against the delicate folds.  She moans, arching against my mouth as if offering herself up to taste.  I continue to peel the material down her hips and thighs before untangling them from around her legs and tossing the little scrap of cotton over my shoulder.

      Then I settle between her parted thighs, taking in what has been unveiled.  “Damn, Demi...”

      Barely am I cognizant of the husky words sliding from my lips as I look my fill.  It’s like staring at the sun.  It’s almost blinding in its intensity and yet, I can’t rip my eyes away.  I’m afraid if I do, she’ll shimmer and disappear like a mirage.

      I’ve fantasized about this moment for so long, imagining what she looked like beneath her clothes, but nothing could prepare me for the reality of the situation.  Her long dark hair is draped across the pillowcase, and her sun-kissed flesh is a sharp contrast to the pale sheets.  Her breasts are slightly rounded, topped with pink-tipped nipples that beg to be suckled between my lips.  Her waist is narrow, and there’s a slight flare to her hips.  Tucked between the vee of her thighs is a perfectly bare and silky-smooth pussy.  Her mound is plump, and her lips swollen.

      With my hands splayed wide against her inner thighs, I push them further apart so I can see each soft pink fold.

      “You’re so fucking pretty,” I whisper, more to myself than to her.

      She twitches as I widen her legs.  Carefully, I swipe my thumb over her sensitive center.  Demi moans, thrusting her hips toward me.  All I want to do is spread her wide and lick every delicious inch.  I’ve spent years jerking off to thoughts of her, but nothing compares to reality.  My imagination didn’t do her justice.

      “You’re the first girl I’ve been able to take my time with and really look at.”  The admission slips free before I can think better of it.

      “I am?”  Surprise laces her voice.

      “Yeah.”  As embarrassing as it is, I push out the rest, wanting her to know the truth.  “I’ve hooked up with people at parties.  But it’s usually loud and noisy.  Not exactly a place where I could take my time and savor the moment.  And I liked it in the dark; it was easier to imagine you were there with me.”  Heat rises in my cheeks.  If I’m not careful, I’ll scare this girl away.  She might not have thought I was a stalker yesterday, but that could easily change.

      The air gets wedged at the back of my throat as I wait for her reaction.  When her expression softens, my muscles loosen in relief.

      Demi reaches out, snagging my fingers before giving them a light squeeze.  “I’m glad you took a chance and told me the truth.”  There’s a pause.  “You were always there in the back of my head, but I didn’t want to let you in.  I was afraid you were every inch the player I’d heard about.”

      Regret fills me as I shake my head.  “That was never the truth.  I’m sorry you thought otherwise.”

      “Keeping you at a distance felt like the safest option.”

      I’ve always been aware of the rumors.  Maybe I should have put a stop to them a long time ago.  But how could I do that?

      It was a double-edged sword—out myself or keep it under wraps and save face.

      Pushing those thoughts away, I swipe my thumb over her core.

      Slowly.

      So slowly that she shudders under my touch as need reignites in her eyes.

      My voice drops, becoming rough.  “Do you still feel the need to keep your distance?”

      Her tongue peeks out to moisten her lips as she shakes her head.  “No.”

      “Good.”  I’m done holding back, and pretending she isn’t the reason I draw breath every damn day.  Now that I’ve had a taste of her, there’s no going back.  Demi is mine.  Whether she realizes it or not.

      My hand slips free from hers so I can place my thumbs on the side of each pouty lower lip before gently pulling them apart until her pretty little clit is exposed.  She gasps as I bury my face against the top of her slit.  A whimper escapes as I run the flat of my tongue over her.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Three times.

      Her fingers tunnel through my hair as if to lock me in place.  Doesn’t this girl realize that’s not necessary?  There’s no way in hell I’ll willingly leave.  Whatever she wants, I’ll give her.  All she has to do is ask.

      The moment I swipe my tongue over her, sweetness explodes in my mouth.  Fuck, she tastes so damn good.  I’m not sure I’ll ever get enough.  Need throbs through my veins as my tongue dips between her silken folds.  I thrust in and out a few times before lapping at her with the flat of my tongue.  My hands drift from her inner thighs to her waist as she writhes beneath me.  The more I torture her, the creamier she becomes.  I’m so greedy to learn every part of her.  My mouth glides upward until I can nibble at her clit.  The moment I suck the tiny bundle of nerves into my mouth, her hips jerk, and her back arches off the mattress.  When her muscles become impossibly tight and her breathing picks up speed, I realize that she’s close to coming.  Instead of backing off and trying to draw out the pleasure, I circle my tongue around her until she screams out her orgasm.

      My name on her lips is the best fucking sound in the world.

      One I plan on hearing more of.

      It’s only after her body turns limp that I lift my head.  A dazed expression fills Demi’s face as she stares sightlessly at the ceiling.  Pride expands in my chest at the realization that I was able to make her feel so good.

      I press one last kiss against her glistening lips before crawling up her sprawled body.  As I reach her face, her gaze snaps to mine, and she blinks as if awakening from a long dream.  I smack a kiss against her softly parted mouth.  “Feel good?”

      “Yeah.”  The sound she emits is more of a satisfied sigh than anything else.

      I smirk.  She sounds totally out of it.  “Better than good?”

      “Way better than good,” she admits.

      “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

      A smile curves her lips.

      With my arms wrapped around her, I roll onto my back, taking her with me until she’s sprawled across my bare chest.  A puff of air escapes from her before she settles against me as if she’s been there a thousand times before.  Silence blankets us, but it’s not one that’s uncomfortable.  Even though this is new, and it happened quickly, it's been a long time in the making.

      I strum my fingers over the delicate line of her spine, never expecting the weekend to turn out like this when I stopped to check on her.

      Had I hoped for it?

      Sure...but I never actually expected something to happen.  And now that it has, I don’t want anything to ruin it.  And I sure as hell don’t want her having second thoughts.  That’s the reason I’m trying to hold off on sex.  I want her to be one hundred percent certain about getting involved with me.

      “Are you okay?”  As much as I want to believe she’s fully on board, I need her to verify it.  I need to know that she doesn’t regret the intimacy we’ve shared.

      Demi lifts her head to meet my gaze.  “Yeah.”

      I sift my fingers through the heavy fall of her hair, pushing it away from her face.  I want to see every flicker of emotion as it crosses her expressive features.  I want to know every thought that enters her head.

      Another silence falls over us before she asks, “What happens now?”

      The question is a two-hundred-pound weight sitting in the middle of my chest, making it impossible to suck in mouthfuls of air.  At some point, before the weekend ended, the future—if we have one—needed to be discussed.  I know what I want.  But this is new for Demi.  I need to play it cool and not overwhelm her by coming on too strong.

      “That’s up to you.”

      She remains silent for a lengthy stretch.  It doesn’t take long for the stillness to become agonizing.  “I’m not sure.”

      My heart stutters.

      Once.

      Then again.

      “I want to explore this,” she whispers, “but there’s a reason I don’t date football players.”  For the first time this weekend, uncertainty churns in her eyes, and I’d bet my life that bastard Justin has wiggled his way into her thoughts.

      My hands drift to her cheeks.  I need to touch her.  That’s what grounds me.

      Slow.  I need to take this slow with her.

      “We can do whatever you want.”

      Instead of answering, she nibbles at her lip and glances away.  I can almost see the thoughts as they crash through her head.  The push and pull.  The tug-o-war taking place inside her as we speak.  “I’m not sure how my dad would feel about this.  It’s always been an unwritten rule that I stay away from his players.”

      Coach.

      He’s definitely an obstacle that will need to be dealt with in the near future.  As much as I don’t want to get on his bad side, Demi is well worth the risk.  The feelings I have for her aren’t going to change anytime soon.

      “I don’t want people talking about me.”  Doubt and sadness flicker in her dark eyes, giving them a hollowed-out appearance.  As much as I can’t blame her, I hate that she’s focused on the bullshit that occurred this week.

      “I don’t give a damn what anyone says,” I growl.  “Let the fuckers talk.  All that matters is you.”

      Some of the confusion dissipates from her expression as her gaze softens.  “I know it’s stupid, and I shouldn’t care, but I do.  It’s happened so many times now.”  Her brow furrows as she glances away.  “And Justin...”

      Fuck that guy.

      I should have beat the piss out of him instead of popping him in the nose.  Maybe then, he wouldn’t have run his mouth all over campus like a little bitch.

      She’s waffling.  I see it written clearly in her eyes.  Demi is scared of the blowback she’ll receive when people find out we’re together.  At some point, her father will discover the truth, and she’s afraid of what his reaction will be.

      My chest constricts.  “If you want to keep this on the downlow for the time being, then that’s what we’ll do.”  The words sound wooden and taste like ash on my tongue.  “Okay?”

      More than anything, I want her to tell me that she doesn’t give a crap about the gossip or her father.

      Her muscles loosen in relief.  “You really don’t mind?”

      Fuck yeah, I mind, but if that’s what she wants, then that’s what we’ll do.  It sucks.  I want to yell from the rooftops that Demi is mine.  I don’t want other guys looking at her without the knowledge that there will be repercussions.  And I want the jersey chasers to stop throwing themselves at me.  I’m a taken man.  There’s only one woman I want.  Unfortunately, it looks like I’ll have to wait a little longer for her to claim me the way I need her to.

      “Yeah,” I lie, “it’s fine.”

      Now that the future has been settled, she relaxes, stretching her lithe body until she’s able to brush her lips against mine.  “Thank you.”

      Even though the situation is far from perfect, a sigh of contentment fills me.

      Demi might not realize it yet, but there’s not much I wouldn’t do to make her happy or keep her safe.
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      “If we look at this outcome variable—”

      Instead of paying attention to the textbook splayed open on the table, Rowan’s gaze is fixated on his fingers as they graze my inner thigh.  A trail of goose flesh forms in their wake, and I have to stop myself from visibly shuddering.  It would only encourage him to keep up his antics.

      “Rowan,” I growl.  Any moment I’m going to self-combust, and I can’t afford to fall apart in the library.  We’re already drawing enough unwanted attention.

      All right...Rowan is the one drawing all the attention.  Half a dozen girls have already sauntered past, giving him little waves and bright smiles.  He acknowledges them without encouraging their behavior.

      Am I jealous?

      Ha!

      Maybe a teensy bit.

      I’d like nothing better than to claim him publicly so these girls would back the hell off.  But we agreed to keep our relationship quiet for the time being.

      When Rowan flicks his eyes at me, I know that I’m in trouble.  A smirk simmers across his lips, and I find myself gravitating toward him before snapping to attention with a scowl.  Even in the middle of the library, he’s able to make me forget myself and the reason we’re here.

      He cocks a brow and asks innocently, “Is there a problem?”

      My attention becomes ensnared by his lips.

      You have no idea what the man is capable of with that mouth.

      So.

      Much.

      Pleasure.

      It’s enough to make my eyes cross.

      He wasn’t kidding when he said he loves to play south of the border.  I’ll be completely honest...it’s not something I ever thought I’d enjoy.  Of course, I’ve heard girls talk about it.  But come on...it seems so intimate.  To let someone touch you like that...

      And now I can’t get enough of it.

      I can’t get enough of Rowan.

      Want to hear something crazy?

      I’ve all but begged him to sleep with me, and he refuses.  He keeps telling me that we need to wait.  He wants me to be sure.

      I am sure, dammit!

      I want him.

      Now!

      All right, maybe not this second.  Oh, who am I kidding?  If he gave me even the slightest indication he was ready, I’d pack these books up so fast his head would spin.  Jeez.  I’m worse than a guy.  I totally have sex on the brain.  It takes effort to clear away those unruly thoughts and focus on the task at hand.

      What were we working on again?

      Ugh.  I’m like a walking hormone.

      “You need to focus so we can get through this,” I grumble, ignoring his question.  We’ve been at it for almost an hour and only have a couple more problems to plow through.  Then we can get out of here.  Maybe go back to my place.  If Sydney isn’t home, I can try to—

      “Trust me,” his voice drops so low that it strums something inside me, “I’m focused.”  The calloused pads of his fingers continue to dance across my inner thigh, inching closer to the vee between my legs.  “Laser-focused.”

      There shouldn’t be anything sexy about the slide of rough skin against mine, but damn if there isn’t.  These running shorts were a bad idea.  I should have covered myself from head to toe.

      At this rate, Rowan will end up flunking statistics.

      “Unfortunately, that laser focus isn’t where it belongs,” I point to the book, “on stats.”

      “Nope.”  He leans so close that his warm breath feathers over the outer shell of my ear.  Another delicate shiver works its way down my spine.  “At the moment, there’s something else on my mind.”

      When his fingers brush against my core, I shift in my seat before cautiously glancing around.  We’re certainly not alone.  Students surround us as they study at nearby tables.  Apparently, everyone and their grandmother decided they needed to work at the library this evening.  The place is surprisingly packed for a Monday night.  When we arrived on the second floor, people were already camped out at our usual table.

      “Rowan,” I mutter, simultaneously loving and hating the way he drives me crazy.

      “We’ve plowed through most of the assignment.  We deserve a break.”  He waggles his brows.  “I’m sure we could find a dark corner to make out in.”

      I hate to admit how tempting the offer is.  It’s reluctantly that I pull away until there’s a safe distance between us.  “You shouldn’t touch me like that.”  I clear my throat and attempt to stomp out the arousal that has flared to life between my legs.  “There are too many people watching us.”

      “Does it really matter?”  He toys with my fingers under the table where they’re partially hidden.

      My teeth sink into my lower lip.

      We’ve been sneaking around for a week, stealing time together when no one is looking.  Sydney remains blissfully unaware of our relationship.  Which means that Rowan and I can only spend time together at my place when she’s at class or with Ethan.  Luckily, they’re on again this week, so it’s worked out perfectly.  We can’t go to the house Rowan rents off-campus because he lives with a bunch of football players.

      It's only been within the last couple of days that the rumors Justin spread around campus have started to die down.  The last thing I want is to resurrect them again.  Especially, when the gossip would be true.

      “I need a little more time.”  Guilt slices through me as I drop my voice to a whisper.  “That’s all.”

      Emotion flares to life in Rowan’s eyes, and for a moment, I steel myself for an argument.  I can’t blame him for wanting our relationship out in the open.  It’s not like I’m embarrassed to be with him.  It’s more the fact that I’m the head coach’s daughter.  And these rumors about me screwing the football team always seem to pop up at the most inopportune times.  I don’t want people to think that.  Rowan doesn’t get to fuck me as some kind of bonus for being the star player.  Even the thought makes me sick to my stomach.

      “Fine.”  As the tension drains from him, his broad shoulders loosen.  “I’ve waited this long; it won’t kill me to wait a little longer.”

      A burst of relief explodes inside me.  I hate that I’m doing this to him, but I’m not ready to out our relationship yet.  “Thank you.”

      He shrugs as a glimmer of mischief leaps into his eyes.  “I’ll let you make it up to me later.”

      My brows rise with interest as a smile simmers around the edges of my lips.  That’s one thing I like about Rowan—he’s never bent out of shape for long.  It’s like a quickly passing summer storm.  There and gone before you know it.  “And how exactly will I do that?”

      “I’m sure you’ll—”

      “Hi, Rowan!”

      A chorus of soft female voices has me jerking away.  I grit my teeth, tired of this happening.  We can’t go anywhere without him being bombarded by groupies.

      My gaze flies from Rowan to the trio of girls who hover next to us.  Two are brunettes, and one is blond.  All three are soft and curvy.  The dark-haired girls look suspiciously similar.  Maybe they’re twins.  Although, it’s difficult to tell because they’re all wearing matching T-shirts with sorority letters stamped across their oversized chests and tiny white shorts.  Now that I’m scrutinizing them more closely, I realize their hair and makeup look the same.  As if there’s a strict dress code that needs to be adhered to, or they’ll get kicked out of their exclusive club.

      I wince at the snarky thought.  That’s not who I am.  I don’t hate other girls for being different.  I have my priorities, and they have theirs.  Neither is right or wrong.

      The lack of sex is definitely getting to me.

      “Hey.”  Even though Rowan leans back against the chair, he keeps my fingers firmly ensconced in his beneath the table.

      They don’t seem to notice.  Or maybe they don’t care.  Since Rowan has never dated one girl specifically, he’s been claimed as public property.  And these chicks...apparently, don’t mind sharing.  I, however, am quite territorial.  As far as boyfriends are concerned, I don’t play well with others.

      In a blatant bid to get his attention, one of the girls tucks a strand of hair behind her ear.  “We missed you Saturday night at the house.”  She inches closer to him.  “I thought you were going to stop by.”  Her voice drops, becoming low and sultry.  “It’s been a while since we partied together.”

      My brows rise.

      Partied together?

      I get the feeling she means something else entirely.

      “Yeah, sorry.”  Rowan clears his throat.  “I was busy.”

      This is the downside to dating athletes.  They’re usually a hot commodity on campus and have a shit ton of options available to them.  When I attempt to pull my hand from his, he squeezes my fingers, refusing to relinquish them.

      “Do you girls know Demi?”

      I’m treated to a chorus of unenthusiastic greetings before their attention returns to Rowan.  In approximately three seconds flat, I’m sized up and found lacking.  Quite honestly, these are precisely the type of girls I imagined Rowan spending time with.

      I look nothing like them.

      They probably consider it sacrilegious to leave their sorority house without being fully made up with every hair in place.  Hell, they probably have glam squads.  I, on the other hand, consider myself ahead of the game if I’ve thrown my hair up into a ponytail or messy bun.  Bonus points if my top matches my bottoms.  Which is why I wear a lot of jeans.  What doesn’t go with denim?

      My thoughts exactly.

      “Maybe we’ll see you tomorrow?  Sigma Tau is having another bash.”  Blondie trails her fingers over his bicep.  “It’s supposed to be epic.”

      Oh right...

      These girls.  They’re still here, cooing at Rowan.  And there’s not a damn thing I can do about it because I told him that I want to keep everything on the down-low.  I can’t stake a claim just because I’m feeling strangely insecure.  The air catches at the back of my throat as I’m struck with the realization.  That’s exactly what this ugly emotion coursing through me is.

      Jealousy.

      It takes everything I have inside to bite back the moan of displeasure.  I’ve never liked anyone enough to feel this strongly.  Not even when I found Annica with Justin’s dick stuffed in her mouth did I feel one iota of possessiveness.  Honestly, I didn’t care.

      “Um, probably not,” Rowan says, knocking me out of those disturbing thoughts.

      One of the brunettes thrusts out her lower lip into a pout, making her look like a child on the verge of a tantrum.  If she’s going for sexy, she’s completely missed the mark.  But then again, maybe this is the kind of behavior guys find attractive.  How would I know?  It’s not like I’ve ever tried to be alluring.  I’m not into acting coy, fluttering my lashes, or sticking my chest out in a bid for attention.  That kind of behavior is ridiculous and, quite frankly, beneath me.

      “That’s too bad.  Parties are always more fun when you’re there,” one of the twins says.

      I almost roll my eyes.  These girls need to move it along.

      As if sensing my annoyance, Rowan clears his throat and points to the textbook on the table.  “Sorry, ladies, I hate to cut this short, but we still have a lot of work to plow through.”

      Instead of taking the hint, one of the girls peers down at the book.  “Oh, is that statistics?”  Her eyes light up as she bounces on the tips of her toes.  “I could help with that!  There’s no reason for you to pay a tutor.”

      “Yeah,” the other two girls chime in with excitement.  “We’ll all help!”

      Oh lord...

      Why do I get the feeling it would be like the blind leading the blind?

      Rowan quickly shakes his head.  “No, Demi is a great tutor, but thanks.”

      “Are you sure?” one wheedles.

      “Yup, one hundred percent sure.”

      “All right.  If you change your mind, let us know!”

      “Will do.”  Rowan presses his lips together and waits for them to leave.

      It takes another five minutes before the trio vacates the area.  And even then, they settle at a neighboring table and continue to shoot seductive looks at Rowan.

      He squeezes my fingers, drawing my attention to him.  “You ready to get out of here?”

      “Yeah.”

      Rowan glances at the girls who perk up and wave before his gaze slides back to mine.  “You know I have zero interest in them, right?”

      That’s the thing...

      Why wouldn’t he be drawn to them?  They’re all beautiful in that airbrushed sort of way.  And clearly, they’re sisters who enjoy sharing.

      Most guys would be all over that.

      Literally.

      “Demi?”  His voice deepens, and I blink the errant thoughts away.  “You know you’re the only girl I want, right?  It’s always been you.  And that won’t change any time soon.”

      All of the jealousy eating me up from the inside out dissolves.

      When it comes down to it, I do know that.  Rowan has been nothing if not straightforward and totally honest with me.  Unflinchingly so.

      I nod, feeling like a jackass.  I’m the one who wants to keep this relationship under wraps.

      “All you have to do is say the word, and this won’t be a secret any longer.”  As if reading my thoughts, he jerks his head toward his admirers.  “They’ll be the first ones I tell.”

      A slight smile tugs at the corners of my lips.  “Soon, I promise.”

      “Fine.”  He shrugs.  “Whenever you’re ready.”

      As tempting as it is to take his face in my hands and smack a kiss against his lips in front of everyone, I hold back.  What I’ve come to realize is that it’s getting more and more difficult to keep these feelings to myself.

      I want them out in the open.

      I want us out in the open.

      It’s only a matter of time before my need for Rowan overtakes the fear I have of going public.
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      “Shhhh!”  I peek my head inside the darkened apartment to see if Sydney is home.  I tried to assess the situation through text, but she failed to respond.  Half the time, she spends the night at Ethan’s place.

      When they’re not fighting.

      A couple of days ago, they got into another spat, but I think they patched things up already.  Their relationship gives me whiplash.  “You have to be quiet!”

      “I am being quiet,” Rowan whispers, wrapping his arm around my waist and hauling me close to nuzzle my ear.

      Before he can distract me from my mission, I fight my way free and continue creeping into the tiny entryway before hitting the kitchen and living area.  The rooms are shrouded in darkness.  There’s a stillness to the place that has me suspecting Sydney is with Ethan.

      Which means—drumroll, please—that Rowan and I finally have the place to ourselves.

      Yes!

      Yes!

      Yes!

      Other than the weekend we spent at my dad’s house; we’ve only been able to steal time here and there.  Sneaking kisses in the library when no one is looking.  We can’t hold hands on campus, but every once in a while, our fingers will brush.  Sparks of sexual tension explode inside me like a firework.  When we’re sitting in class, his knee will rest against mine.  All of these little touches are driving me insane in the membrane, especially since we’ve yet to have sex.

      There hasn’t been an opportunity.  With any luck, it’ll happen tonight.  I can’t stand to go another day without having him inside me.

      Is there a term for lady blue balls?

      If so, that’s exactly what’s going on here.  I’ve never been this revved up.

      My muscles loosen as I spin around to face him.  “Sydney’s gone, which means,” I waggle my eyebrows suggestively, “that we’re officially alone.”

      “Excellent.”  With a grin, his arms slip around me, and this time, I allow myself to sink into the embrace.

      As soon as his lips settle on mine, I open under the gentle pressure.  My knees weaken as the velvety softness of his tongue brushes against mine.  It doesn’t take long before my world shrinks, only encompassing the two of us.  At that moment, nothing else matters.  I wish it could always be like this.

      My hands delve under his shirt until they meet warm flesh.  His muscles are so rigid, as if chiseled from marble.  I could stare at him for days and not get bored by the sight.  I gather the material in my fingers before dragging it over washboard abdominals until his upper body is revealed.  From somewhere in the background, a choir of angels sing.  Even they can appreciate a well-sculpted chest.  I pull the fabric over his head before dropping it to the carpeted floor.

      “Are you really that impatient?” he asks, a smile simmering in his voice.

      “You have no idea.”  All I want is to get this guy naked.  Even the thought is enough to have my panties flooding with heat.

      “Can’t say that’s not sexy as hell.”

      “You just wait, buddy, and I’ll show you sexy as hell.”  Surprise floods through me that I would even say such a thing.

      Seriously...who is this girl?

      I’ve never been this horny in my life.  And I’ve certainly never been this vocal about it either.  It’s kind of a revelation.

      “Mmmm, I like the sound of that.”  His voice turns gruff as if he’s as turned on as I am.  It strums something deep inside, only making me want him more.  My palms rest against the delicious musculature of his chest as I gently push him backward into the hallway.

      “Oh?”  He raises a brow as he teases, “are we going somewhere?”

      “Yup.”  I give him my best leer.  “To my room so I can have my wicked way with you.”

      It only takes a few steps to get him exactly where I want him.  As we reach the threshold of the space, the handle of Sydney’s door jangles, breaking the silence of the apartment.

      My eyes widen as I realize that we’re not as alone as I’d assumed.  I quickly shove Rowan into my bedroom and slam the door shut.  My heart races as a groggy looking Sydney steps into the darkened hallway and blinks at me.  She has the look of an animal on the verge of waking from a long hibernation.

      “Hey.”  She drags a hand through her disheveled blond hair.  “What time is it?”

      “Ummm,” I glance at my phone, “about eight.”

      “Really?”  She rubs her eyes.  “I was studying, and then decided to take a short nap.  That was two hours ago.  Guess I was more tired than I realized.”

      “Oh.  Sorry about waking you.  I figured you weren’t home.”

      She shrugs before stifling a yawn.  “It’s fine.  I have a paper to finish up.  It’s probably good that it happened.”  She gives me a slight smile before shifting her weight and glancing around the apartment with curiosity.  “Is someone else here?  I could have sworn I heard voices.”

      “Ummm...nope!”  Well, hell.  I really hate lying.  Although that doesn’t stop me from sliding my cell from my jeans’ back pocket and waving it around like evidence.  “I was talking on the phone.”

      “Huh.”  Her brows draw together in confusion.  “That’s so weird.  I thought I heard a male voice.”

      “It was my father.”  There’s a pause as my mind whirls, and I add with a bit of a nervous chuckle, “You know how loud he is.  Must be all that shouting from the sidelines.”

      “Yeah,” she shrugs, “I guess.”

      The air gets clogged in my throat.  I can’t tell if she’s buying my story or not.  It would probably be for the best if I change the subject rather than dig my hole any deeper.  “I figured you would be with Ethan.”

      Her lips sink into a frown.  “We’re on another break.”

      “Oh.”  I’ve lost count of how many breaks they’ve taken in the four-plus months they’ve been together, but it’s a lot.  Too many.

      She rolls her eyes before crossing her arms over her chest and leaning against the door frame.  “Yeah, I know.  Something has to change.  I can’t keep doing this anymore.”

      I hate to say it, but I’ve heard this song and dance from Sydney before.  Inevitably, she’ll get back together with Ethan, and the ugly cycle will begin all over again.  She never does anything to break the pattern.

      When I remain silent, she straightens and switches gears.  “I’m starving.  I slept right through dinner.  Did you eat already?”

      “Not yet.”  I point to the kitchen and improvise.  “I was about to make a PB&J.”

      She scrunches her nose.  “What are you?  Like five?  Let’s go out and grab something.”

      “Oh.”  Ignoring the jab at my favorite sandwich, I glance at my closed bedroom door.  There’s no way I can tell Sydney that Rowan is standing on the other side.  I mean, I could...but I’m not ready to do that yet.  “Um—”

      “Please!”  She steeples her hands in front of her.  “I need you to talk me out of this relationship!”

      That’s not possible.

      “Please, please, please!  I need your wisdom now more than ever.”

      My shoulders collapse.  “Fine.”  Sydney has always been there when I’ve needed her.  How can I not do the same?

      A big smile lights up her face.  “Yay!  I miss spending time with you.  It feels like you’ve been so busy this past week, and I don’t even know what you’ve been up to.”

      Remorse pricks at my conscience.  I’ve been spending all my free time sneaking around with Rowan.  Honestly, I didn’t think Sydney would notice my absence.

      “Let me change, and we can go.”

      Before I can respond, she swings away, closing the bedroom door behind her.

      There’s a beat of silence before mine is cracked open, and Rowan peers out.  “Is the coast clear?”

      “Yeah.”  Disappointment floods through me.  I was really looking forward to spending a little one-on-one time with him.

      As if reading my thoughts, his lips twitch.  “Guess we’ll have to take a raincheck.”

      “It looks that way,” I say with a pout.  I’m going to self-combust if I don’t get laid soon.

      He points to the wadded-up shirt on the living room floor.  “I’m gonna need that before I take off.”

      “I like you better without it on,” I tell him.

      “You mean like this?”  With a grin, he flexes his biceps, and I go a little weak in the knees.  I could stare at him for hours.  Unfortunately, now’s not the time to get caught up in his body.  I scramble to grab the shirt from the floor and toss it to him.  He tugs it over his head and covers his chest.  Then he smacks a kiss against my lips.  “Call me later?”

      “As soon as I get back.”

      “It’s a date.”  And then he’s gone, disappearing almost soundlessly through the apartment door.

      As if on cue, Sydney strolls out of her room with her purse in hand.  “Ready to go?”

      “Yup.”

      “Want to grab Chinese?  I could really go for chicken fried rice.”

      My belly rumbles in agreement.  I guess if I can’t satiate one appetite, I can at least satisfy the other.  “That sounds good.”

      As we leave the apartment, she throws an arm around my shoulders and tugs me close.  “I guess if it doesn’t work out with Ethan, we can be single and ready to mingle together.”

      I hoist my smile.  “Yeah.”

      Except...I’m not as single as she thinks I am.

      And sooner rather than later, I need to come clean about that.
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      Annica knocks into me as I jog to the other side of the field.  When I throw a glance over my shoulder, she narrows her eyes and glares.  I roll mine and dismiss her like the pesky fruit fly she is.  That girl needs to get over herself and move on.  I refuse to engage in this petty behavior and divide our team any further than it is.

      Clearly, Annica has other ideas.  She’s like a rat terrier constantly nipping at my heels.  If she’s not careful, she’s going to get a swift kick in the ass.  When she doesn’t get the expected rise out of me, she swings away.  Her cronies flank her as they head off in the opposite direction.

      “Maybe you should tell Coach what’s going on,” Sydney grumbles before pursing her lips and shooting the auburn-haired girl a death glare.

      “He’s aware of the situation and wants us to act like the adults we’re supposed to be and handle it on our own.”

      She plants her fists on her hips.  “Punch her in the face.  Boom.  Then it’s handled.”

      A chuckle gurgles up in my throat.  As much as I like the idea, that would probably make matters worse.

      After another thirty minutes of scrimmaging, Coach blows his whistle.  We huddle up before going over a few plays that need work, and then he releases us for the afternoon.

      As Sydney and I head to the locker room, my mind is full of Annica.  She won’t be happy until she rips this team apart and me with it.  I need to figure out a way to stop her.  I’m not sure what else to do.  I’ve tried talking to her, and she refuses to listen.  If anything, it’s only pissed her off more.

      “Hey,” Sydney says, interrupting the whirl of my thoughts, “isn’t that Rowan hanging out by the fence?”  Her voice turns speculative.  “He must be sleeping with one of the dirty bitches on our team.”  There’s a pause before she mutters, “Lucky girl.”

      All thoughts of Annica disappear as my gaze arrows to the chain-link fence surrounding the perimeter of the field.  Sure enough, there he is, leaning casually against one of the metal poles.  Our gazes catch and hold.  The force of his stare is almost enough to have me stumbling to a halt.

      The sensations that careen around inside me are almost shocking in their intensity.  It’s almost enough to knock the air from my lungs.  Never could I have imagined that it would be like this between us.  I spent so much time pretending I felt nothing for Rowan.  Now that I’m no longer fighting myself, I’m practically drowning in emotion.

      The noise of the field fades as he pushes away from the fence and walks toward me.  As corny as it sounds, it’s as if there’s an invisible string pulling us toward one another.  I’ve never felt this with anyone else.  Until now, I didn’t believe something like this even existed.  A smile curves the edges of my lips.  As much as I want to play it cool, that’s no longer a possibility.  The sight of him makes me feel like a goofy teenager.  Like there are red and pink hearts dancing over my head.  Someone needs to smack me before this can spiral any further out of control.

      Sydney continues to chatter away, but I have no idea what she’s saying.  Her voice is like the insistent drone of bees in my ears.  Rowan is the only person I’m able to focus on.

      An answering smile lifts his lips, and my heart spasms.

      He looks so damn good in a maroon-colored T-shirt that hugs every delicious inch of his chest and biceps.  His jeans sit low on his waist and mold to his muscular thighs.  A punch of arousal hits me in the gut before settling in my core.

      Why am I holding all this in and pretending we’re not together?

      I’ve been so insistent that we keep this on the down-low and sneak around like we’re doing something wrong when nothing could be further from the truth.  I’m not ashamed to be seen with him.  Why do I care what a bunch of gossips have to say?

      It takes less than thirty seconds to close the distance between us.  When he’s about five feet away, Rowan’s footsteps slow.  He glances at Sydney before raising a tentative hand in my direction.  Only now do I realize that he stopped because he’s unsure how to greet me in front of my teammates.  He’s trying to do as I’ve asked.  All of a sudden, I feel like a jerk for forcing him to keep our relationship a secret.

      Three strides bring me to him, and I slide my arms around his neck.  His brows shoot up when he realizes my intent.  From my periphery, I catch Sydney’s reaction.  Her mouth drops open, and her eyes pop wide.  A choking sound escapes from her.  Instead of admitting my attraction for Rowan, I’ve always gone out of my way to insist that I didn’t like him.  It was as if by repeating it enough times, I could convince myself it was the truth.  Clearly, that plan backfired.  Sydney has never been able to understand my intense disdain for the quarterback.  Little does she realize that I was lying to both of us.

      As soon as his lips collide with mine, I open under the firm pressure.  His tongue sweeps inside my mouth and tangles with my own.  His arms band around me, pulling me close.  I’ve never been one for PDA, but at the moment, I don’t give a damn who sees us together.

      “Oh, my freaking god, you’re the dirty bitch!” Sydney screeches at a decibel that hurts my ears.  “I think I’m losing my ever-loving mind!”

      My lips tremble at the corners as I pull away enough to meet his gaze.

      “Well, the cat is definitely out of the bag,” he murmurs with a grin.  “There’s no going back now.”

      A mixture of relief and giddiness flood through me.

      “It’ll spread across campus like wildfire.”  He pauses, carefully searching my eyes for remorse.  “Are you ready for that?”

      “Yeah, let them talk.  I don’t care.”  I have no idea when that changed, and I started feeling differently.  All I know is that the shift has everything to do with Rowan.  Instead of pushing me into a relationship I wasn’t ready for, he waited patiently and gave me the time I needed to get there on my own.  And now that I have, I couldn’t be happier.

      His mouth lingers over mine.  “Good.  Let them run their mouths.  It’s all a bunch of white noise.”

      Yes, that’s exactly what it is.

      “Looks like it’s Rowan’s turn to take a ride on the coach’s daughter.”

      Annica’s obnoxious voice is like a bucket of cold water dumped over my head.  And yet, it’s still not enough to douse the joy blooming to life inside me.

      “Listen here, you little bi—” Sydney growls, taking a menacing step toward our auburn-haired teammate.

      I break apart from Rowan in time to grab the back of my friend’s practice jersey and stop her from doing any damage.  “Ignore her, Syd.  She’s not worth it.”

      Annica smirks as if this is yet another battle she’s won.  I’m really tired of this girl’s antics.  I refuse to let her ruin this for me.

      “Actually,” my best friend says with a glower, “it would be entirely worth it.”

      She scowls at Annica until the other girl and her buddies move it along.  Only then does the rage filling her green eyes dissipate before they bounce speculatively from me to Rowan and then back again.

      “Is this really happening?”  She shakes her head as if she must be dreaming.  “Someone needs to pinch me.”  Before I can respond, she throws her arms wide.  “How could you keep a juicy morsel like this from me?”  She pauses long enough to draw in a sharp breath before firing off another question.  “Exactly how long has this been going on for?”

      Rowan tilts his head as if giving the question serious consideration.  “Two weeks.”

      “What!”  Her brows skyrocket into her hairline, and I can almost see the wheels spinning in her head.  “Wait a minute...last Thursday when I found you in the hallway and thought you were talking to someone...” she straightens to her full height and drills a painful finger into my chest.  “I knew it!  I knew someone was there!  My Spidey senses were tingling like crazy, and you totally lied to me!”

      I wince as guilt creeps in at the edges.

      Rowan wraps his arm around my shoulders and tugs me close before dropping a light kiss against the top of my head.  “Don’t be too hard on her.  She needed a little time before we went public with this.”

      Unmoved by the comment, Sydney folds her arms and glares.  “I’m not one of these loudmouth assholes on campus.”  She presses a hand to her chest.  “I’m your best friend.  I’ve always been there for you.”  She stabs a finger toward the locker room.  “I have zero problem kicking any of their asses if I have to.”

      “I’m sorry, Syd.  It was never my intention to keep this from you.”  I pause for a beat.  My gaze drifts to Rowan before glancing back at my best friend.  “After everything with Justin and all the rumors that were flying around, I wanted to give it a little time to die down.”

      Some of the rigidity leaks from her shoulders as she glances toward the locker room again.  “You didn’t need to keep the truth from me.  I would have backed you up no matter what.”

      Regret slices through me.  Ever since Sydney and I met in training camp before freshman year, we’ve been thick as thieves.  She’s become a solid presence in my life, and I can’t imagine college or soccer without her.  She’s my sister from another mister, and nothing will ever change that no matter where life takes us next year.  Instead of sneaking around behind her back, I should have been honest with her.

      Needing to make this right, I slip from Rowan’s arms before wrapping mine around my bestie and tugging her close.  “Sorry, girl.  You’re the last person I should have worried about.”

      “I forgive you.”  Sydney squeezes me in a bone-crushing embrace.  As she releases me and steps away, her gaze returns to the handsome football player.  “This must be the real deal if you’ve decided to break your own rules.”

      I glance at him.  “Yeah, it is.”  Even though it’s still early, the feelings I have for Rowan are deeper than anything I’ve ever experienced before.  Maybe that’s because he’s been a steady presence in my life for so many years.

      With her arm wrapped around my waist, Sydney’s gaze narrows at him before her expression turns threatening.  “I’m warning you upfront that I’ll kick your ass if you do anything to hurt my girl.”

      His lips hitch as he raises his palms in a gesture of surrender.  “You don’t have anything to worry about from me.”

      Sydney shoots another glance toward the locker room.  “And stay far away from that red-headed viper.  If I know that bitch, she’ll make a play for you in order to hurt Demi.”

      The smile dissolves from Rowan’s face as his attention shifts to the squat building.  Understanding dawns across his expression.  “Is that the girl you found with Justin?”

      “Yup.”  Sydney beats me to the punch.  “It’s not the first time she’s gone after someone Demi has been with.”

      Rowan’s troubled gaze slides to mine.  “Is she still giving you problems?”

      I shrug.  I suppose that would depend on your definition of a problem.

      “She’s jealous that our girl is not only a better player but is a starter.  Annica wants her position.  Demi is competition, and if she can’t wipe her from the field, then she’ll destroy her off it.”  Sydney’s expression hardens.  “That chick is a real piece of work.”

      “There’s got to be more to it than that.”  I roll my eyes as heat suffuses my cheeks.  “Annica is a good player.”

      “You’re right, she is.  But she’s nowhere as dedicated as you are.  Maybe if she put half the amount of time into improving her skills as she does running her mouth, she’d get more playtime on the field.”

      Before I can argue with Sydney’s assessment of the situation, she untangles herself from me and hitches a thumb toward the locker room.  “I need to grab a shower.  I’m meeting up with Ethan for dinner.”  Her lips twitch.  “Guess there’s no longer a need to sneak around the apartment, huh?”

      Now that everything is out in the open, it’s like a huge weight has been lifted from my shoulders.  Not even Annica can ruin this for me.

      “Nope.”  Rowan’s gaze holds mine.

      With that, Sydney takes off at a slow jog, leaving us alone on the field.

      Rowan closes the distance between us before reaching out and tugging me into his arms.  I tilt my head until I can meet his gaze.

      “Any regrets?” he asks softly.

      It’s not even a question in my head.  “None.”

      “Good.”  His lips drift across mine.  “I didn’t like sneaking around.  I want everyone to know you belong to me.”

      The possessive sentiment sends a thrill shooting through me.  “I like the sound of that.”

      For one glorious moment, all feels right in the world.

      Rowan shatters that peace when he says, “You know we’re going to have to talk to Coach, right?”

      My heart hitches.

      Dad.

      Somehow, in the chaos of the moment, I forgot about him.  Is it too late to put this under wraps again?  How about we consider filling him in after graduation?

      Rowan’s lips quirk.  “Think I’ll get benched for the rest of the season?”

      I really hope not.

      Then again, with my father, anything is possible.
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      “You need to relax.”  Rowan squeezes my fingers as he drags me up the sidewalk of my childhood home.  Even though we’ve been doing this since the first week of college, nothing about this particular dinner feels normal.  I’m a ball of pent-up anxiety.  “Everything will be fine.”

      I press my other hand to my lower abdomen as if that will calm the sickness roiling inside me.  “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yup.”  He lifts our entwined hands to his mouth before brushing a soft kiss against my knuckles.  “Pretty sure.”

      “I don’t know.”  Dad and I have an unspoken arrangement regarding the Wildcat players.  It makes it easier for everyone involved.  Not once, in all these years, have I been tempted to cross that line.

      Rowan has turned out to be the exception.

      I’m unsure how Dad will react to this new development.

      Will it be with shock?

      Anger?

      Disappointment?

      The last two are what scares me the most.  There has never been a time in my life when I didn’t toe the line.  Why wouldn’t I?  I had a happy home.  Even with the divorce, I knew my parents loved me.  Some kids want to push the boundaries and flirt with danger.  I never felt the need to do that.  I was too focused on soccer and school to get into mischief, or date boys who I knew would be trouble.

      Even though I have no idea what to expect from him, I can’t see Dad being hunky-dory with his one and only daughter dating his star quarterback.  The very same guy he took under his wing, welcomed into our house, and treated as if he was part of the family.

      The only good thing that will come out of this evening is that I can finally come clean and get everything out in the open.  My father and I have always been close.  I don’t like sneaking around and keeping secrets from him.  There have been two dinners since we spent the weekend together, and I barely survived either without blurting out the truth.  I laughed a little too loudly and kept jumping up, fluttering nervously around the kitchen and living room.  Dad jokingly asked if I had ants in my pants.

      Little does he know that it’s Rowan who is in my pants.

      Well, not literally.  We still haven’t slept together, and it’s driving me bonkers.

      As Rowan reaches for the door handle, I slip my hand from his to smooth down my outfit.  I’m not a girl who usually wears skirts, but I wanted to look nice this evening.  All right...so maybe Sydney got her hands on me before I could walk out the door.  I was informed that athletic shorts and a T-shirt are not considered dress code appropriate when you’re announcing a new relationship to your father.  I’m wearing a pale, blue-colored skirt that hits mid-thigh and a tan, light V-neck sweater that hugs my curves.

      As much as I fought Sydney on the outfit change, I’m kind of glad she strongarmed me into it.  Rowan’s expression was well worth the hassle.  His eyes nearly popped out of his head when he caught sight of me.

      Who knows...maybe tonight will be the lucky night.

      I almost snort.

      A girl can dream, right?

      He pauses before pushing open the front door.  “Did I tell you how amazing you look?”

      My lips bow up at the corners.  “Only about a dozen times.”

      “Just wanted to make sure.”  He gives me a wink along with a quick kiss before swinging the door wide.  Barely do I have enough time to collect myself before Dad peeks into the entryway from around the kitchen corner.

      “Hey, guys!”  He holds up an overflowing platter of uncooked hamburgers and hot dogs.  “It’s so nice out that I thought we could grill for dinner.”

      “Sounds good, Dad,” I respond in an overly enthusiastic voice.  Jeez.  I really need to settle down and play this cool.

      “Hey, Coach.”  Rowan lifts a hand to wave.  “Need any help?”

      “Nope, it’s all good.  The corn is ready to boil, and the fries are in the oven.”  He glances between the pair of us.  “Did you two ride over together?”

      Shoot.  Maybe we should have taken separate vehicles.  Does he already suspect that we’ve been seeing each other?  Is he going to stomp into his home office and take out his gun in an attempt to scare Rowan away?

      I have to swallow down the nerves attempting to fight their way out.

      Before I can wrap my lips around an answer, Rowan says in an offhanded manner, “Yup.  There didn’t seem to be any point in wasting gas when we’re both going to the same place.”

      Dad nods as if that makes perfect sense, and I release the pent-up air from my lungs in a rush.  I’ve only been here for two minutes, and already I know that I won’t make it through an hour without blurting out the truth.

      My father’s gaze returns to me.  “Wow, hun, you look nice.”  His lips sink into a frown.  “Is tonight a special occasion?  It’s not your birthday, is it?”

      “No.”

      “Good.  I’d feel terrible if I forgot.”  He studies me a little more closely.  “Well, you certainly look beautiful.  Rowan is a lucky guy.”

      My muscles tense, and my eyes widen.  “What do you mean?”  Damn Sydney and her meddling ways.  I knew I should have stuck with athletic shorts and a T-shirt.

      He points to my outfit.  “Just that Rowan is fortunate to be escorting such a beautiful girl this evening.”

      Rowan’s lips tremble at the corners.  “That’s exactly what I told her, Coach.”

      “I don’t think you’ve worn a skirt in years.”  Silently he racks his brain.  “Maybe for high school graduation?”

      I force out a laugh.  “Oh, come on.  That can’t be true.”  Although now that I’m thinking about it, it probably is.  “It was Sydney’s idea,” I grumble.  “You can blame her for this.”

      Dad gives me a questioning look.  “Why would I do that?  I like it.  You should wear them more often.  Right, Row?”

      “Yup,” barely contained laughter simmers in his deep voice, “she looks great.”

      Unaware of the stress practically choking the life out of me, Dad waves a hand.  “Let’s get this meat on the grill so we can eat.  I’m starving.”  With that, he heads out the slider door and onto the patio.

      “You really need to chill out,” Rowan whispers in my ear when we’re alone.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”  Not until the air is cleared.

      “If you’re not ready, we don’t have to do this tonight.  There’s no hurry.”

      As tempting as the offer is, I shake my head.  Even though there’s nothing in his expression or voice to give away his true feelings, I know he would be hurt if I chickened out and didn’t fill my father in.  I don’t want Rowan to think I’m embarrassed to be with him.  “I’m nervous,” I admit.  “I’m not sure how Dad will react.  I’ve never dated one of his players before.”

      “In the end, everything will be fine.”  He shrugs as if unconcerned with how the evening will turn out.  “And if it’s not, then we’ll deal with it.  There’s no reason to get worked up before we know how everything will play out.  It’s a waste of energy.”

      Under normal circumstances, I would wholeheartedly agree with the statement.  But these aren’t exactly normal circumstances, now are they?

      I release another steady exhalation and try to settle my jangled nerves.  When I don’t budge from the entryway, Rowan’s hand settles on my lower back before giving me a little nudge toward the kitchen.  It feels very much like I’m walking to my death.

      Thirty minutes later, the hamburgers and hot dogs are ready, and the three of us are sitting at the patio table outside.  The oversized umbrella is up, shading us from the evening sun that peeks over the tree line.  I grab a hamburger and load it with the works.  Rowan and Dad strategize nonstop about the upcoming game.  If Rowan weren’t an all but surefire draft pick, I think Dad would love to bring him on as an assistant coach.

      It’s kind of funny.  In the past, their banter and closeness annoyed me.  Their relationship is easy.  Maybe I was even a little jealous of it.  Dad and Rowan can talk about football until the cows come home.  Then they can talk about it some more.

      Sure, I love the sport.  I grew up with a football in my hands before it was swapped out for a soccer ball.  That being said, there’s only so much I can talk about it before my eyes glaze over.

      “Is something wrong?”  Dad cuts into my thoughts when he points to my untouched plate.  “You’ve barely eaten a bite.”

      “Oh.”  I suck my lower lip between my teeth and shrug.  It’s on the tip of my tongue to blurt out the truth, but the words refuse to budge.  “I guess I’m not very hungry.”

      With a frown, he studies me more closely.  “Are you feeling okay?  Burgers are one of your favorites.”

      I shake my head, feeling like the world’s biggest chicken for wimping out.  “I ate a big lunch.”

      “Huh.”  He takes a bite of his burger before chewing and swallowing it.

      I pick up my water and guzzle down half the glass.  My throat is parched.  If I’m lucky, it’ll wash away all of the anxiety eating me alive, and I’ll find the nerve to tell him what’s really going on.

      “So,” Dad says conversationally, “you’ve been here for more than an hour.  When were you two planning on spilling the beans about your relationship?”

      The water goes down the wrong pipe, and I sputter before spitting it all over my plate.  Tears fill my eyes as I have a coughing fit.  Dad reaches over and gives my back a few good whacks, which doesn’t help alleviate the situation.  A full sixty seconds tick by before I’m able to catch my breath.  “What did you say?” I wheeze.

      “You heard me.”  Dad sits back and folds his arms across his chest.  He’s wearing a black polo with a Wildcats emblem in the left upper corner.  A matching black ball cap sits low over his eyes.  “When were you gonna tell me that you two are seeing each other?”

      “Ummm.”  My wide gaze skitters to Rowan before I clear my throat.  “We were going to tell you tonight.”

      Dad’s gaze bounces between the two of us.  I have no idea what he’s thinking.  My father has spent years on the sidelines perfecting his poker face, and right now, it’s all but killing me.

      “Coach—”

      Dad turns his attention to Rowan, and I brace myself for all hell to break loose.  “You made a move on my daughter?”

      Oh, shit.

      The younger man inhales before forcing it out and straightening his shoulders.  “I did, sir.”

      “Well, I didn’t think that would ever happen.”

      Rowan’s brows draw together as if he didn’t hear him correctly.  “I’m...sorry?”

      A slow grin moves across my father’s face.  He flicks his gaze in my direction and shocks the hell out of me when he asks, “You’ve liked her for a while, haven’t you?”

      There is no hesitation from Rowan.  “Since the very beginning.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Even though my heart is galloping uncomfortably under my breast, a mixture of joy and relief bursts through me like a firework.  It never occurs to me not to reach out and slip Rowan’s fingers into mine.  When I squeeze them, he glances over and flashes a smile.  The tension that had settled in his shoulders evaporates.

      “All I have to say is that you better treat my daughter better than some of the other knuckleheads she’s been out with, or you’ll answer to me.”  My father’s tone might be mild, but there’s an underlying threat buried beneath the surface.

      Rowan’s lips twitch as mine do the same.  “You don’t have anything to worry about in that regard.”

      “Yeah,” Dad takes a pull from his bottle of beer, “I don’t think so either, but I have to issue the warning nevertheless.”

      “Fair enough,” Rowan says.

      “How did you find out?”  It’s only been a few days since we went public, and we’ve tried to be so careful.  I figured we had some time before we needed to tell him.

      My father grins before sitting back and readjusting the ball cap on his head.  “Haven’t you learned over the years that not much gets past me?”

      I roll my eyes to show him exactly what I think about that statement.  Give me a break.  I could have easily snuck around when I was a teenager, and I didn’t.  He’s always been so preoccupied with football or at the field with the guys.  Hell, Mom was gone for a couple of days before he finally noticed and asked where she was.  And that was only because he ran out of clean clothes to wear.  If he had more of a wardrobe, it might have taken longer.

      “I’m serious.”  Now that my father knows and is apparently okay with our relationship, my appetite comes back full force, and I pick up a fry to nibble on.  “How did you figure it out?”

      A cagey look enters his eyes as a grin simmers around the corners of his lips.  “Did you forget about the doorbell camera out front?”

      My mouth drops open as my eyes widen.

      Well, shit.  Guess I did.

      He nods, accurately gauging the dismay on my face.  “I knew Rowan was here the entire weekend I was recruiting.”  He pauses before clearing his throat.  “I assume, of course, you two slept in separate bedrooms?”

      And just like that, awkwardness descends.

      When neither of us jump in to tackle that particular question, Dad hastily throws up his hands.  “You know what?  Never mind.  I don’t want to know.  Like ever.”  He shoots to his feet and grabs our plates before hauling ass to the kitchen as if he can’t get away from us fast enough.

      Once he disappears through the sliding door, I glance at Rowan and shake my head.  I’m pretty sure my face is moments away from going up in flames.

      He knew Rowan spent the weekend...

      Oh, the horror of it all.

      Rowan rotates his hand until he can envelope my fingers before giving them a gentle squeeze.  “Overall, the conversation went better than expected.”

      “You realize,” I point out in case he missed it, “that my father thinks we’re knocking boots.”

      His shoulders shake as he laughs.  “Kind of ironic since we haven’t, huh?”

      “Yeah,” I grumble, “ironic.”

      He shrugs.  “If you’d like, I’d be more than happy to set him straight.”

      No, thank you.

      I’m not sure which is worse—letting my dad think we’ve already done the deed or telling him the truth.

      Can’t say I ever thought that would be a decision that needed to be made.
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      I push open the front door to the house I share off-campus with five players from the football team.  As soon as I step inside, laughter and good-natured ribbing greet my ears.  There are about a dozen or so people crammed into the living room.  A few of the guys are playing Madden on the Xbox.  Girls are draped over them, staking out their prospects for the evening.  It’s Monday night, and everyone wants to chill out, play some video games, and have a few beers.  If the chicks in various states of undress are any indication, getting laid will probably be high on the agenda.  For obvious reasons, that’s never been my thing, but I’m certainly not going to hold it against my friends if that’s what they choose to do.

      To each their own.

      There have been times when I’ve thought it might be nice to live by myself or with another person, but I’ve never been able to afford that kind of luxury.  The more people there are to share rent with, the easier it is to make the money I earn over the summer stretch throughout the year.  My athletic and academic scholarships cover tuition, room and board but not much else.  So, I have to be careful.  Once I make it to the NFL, life will be so much easier.  Not only for me but my mom as well.  I’ve worked damn hard to make sure those dreams become a reality.  I have to make this season the best of my college career and see what happens in the spring.

      “Hey, Michaels, grab a cold one and join us.  It’s been a while since I kicked your ass in Madden.”

      “Please, Kendricks.  I don’t think you’ve ever kicked my ass unless it was in your dreams.  And I told you before, I don’t swing that way.  So keep me out of them.”

      When he snorts and gives me the finger, letting me know that I’m number one, I blow him a kiss.

      “Yo, Michaels!”

      My gaze slides to Asher Stevens.  “Yeah?”  He’s a tight end—one of the best to come through Western’s program in a good decade.  There’s no way he won’t be a first-round draft pick.  The funny thing is that he could be even better, but the guy parties like it’s his job in life.

      We finished practice a little less than an hour ago, and already he looks three sheets to the wind.  Nothing unusual there.  This is a guy who likes to burn the candle at both ends.  I keep waiting for him to crash and burn but he continues to surprise me by breaking records on the field and staying academically compliant.

      The girl straddling his lap is wearing a thong and nothing else.

      Upon closer inspection, I realize she’s not the only one who has already shed her clothing.  Looks like shit is about to get wild around here, which only makes me wish for the umpteenth time that I had my own place.  When I agreed to live with these guys, I’d figured most would be over all the drinking, partying, and fucking.

      Turns out that’s not the case.

      Hell, some are more into it now than ever before.  Kind of like it’s their final hoorah.  Every damn night.  Even in the middle of our season.  If I thought for one moment that it affected our level of play or the outcome of games, I’d put the kibosh on it.  But we’re doing pretty well.  If that changes, I’ll be the first one on their asses.

      “A letter came for you in the mail.”  He points to the dilapidated table in the dining room.  “It’s over there.”

      A letter?

      Weird.  Since I change addresses almost every year, most of my mail goes to my mom’s apartment.

      “Thanks.”  I turn away from the orgy that’s about to break loose and head into the dining room to sift through a pile of mostly advertisements and junk before finding a plain white envelope with my name and address scrawled across the front of it.

      Even though there’s no return address in the top left-hand corner, my muscles tense, recognizing the handwriting.  Everything stills inside me as I stare at the correspondence in my hands.  I don’t realize they’re shaking until my name blurs.  It takes a concerted effort to still them.  This is stupid.  I need to open it and see what the motherfucker wants.  Or...maybe I should toss it in the trash where it belongs, and pretend I never saw it.

      Except that’s not how I tackle problems.  I meet them head-on.  I learned at an early age that it’s the only way to deal with shit.  And make no mistake, that would be an accurate description of my father.

      Always has been.

      Always will be.

      Thank fuck there’s no return address.  I glance uneasily at my teammates, who are laughing and screwing around in the living room.  None of them are aware that my father is a current resident of the state penitentiary.  I’ve done everything in my power to keep my past separate from the life I created for myself at Western University.  And if I have my way, that’s how it’ll stay when I turn pro.

      Fury surges through me as I stare blindly at the envelope.

      Doesn’t this guy realize the best thing he can do is to leave me the hell alone?  Apparently not.  Every once in a while, he’ll send a letter asking me to visit.  I can’t resist thinking that he has a lot of fucking nerve.  Not once in the ten years that he’s been locked up have I ever bothered to respond.  After reading it, I’ll rip the letter to shreds and toss it in the garbage.  It usually takes a couple of days for the unease that settles in the pit of my belly to dissipate as I do my best to forget the man who spawned me until another unmarked letter arrives in the mail months later.

      Thankfully, they’re far and few in between.

      Instead of tossing it directly into the garbage, I carefully open the envelope like it’s a bomb seconds away from detonation and unfold the paper from inside.  My heart jackhammers a painful staccato as I glance at the sparse lines that are painstakingly written.  My father has never been a verbose man.  Honestly, I’m not sure if he graduated from high school.  He’s been a petty thief for most of his life before he got wrapped up in someone else’s bigger operation.

      And he paid the price for it.

      The first line knocks the breath from my lungs.  It’s as if I’ve been kicked in the chest by a horse.

      Wanted you to know that I’ve been released.

      What the ever-loving fuck?

      My head spins at this unexpected news.  The prosecutor who put my father away said he would spend twenty years in prison.  The guy murdered someone in cold blood.  He belongs behind bars, locked up like the animal he is.

      Where society is safe from him.

      Where Mom is safe from him.

      I’d like to see you.

      Yeah, there’s not a chance in hell of that happening.

      Unwilling to read the rest, I crumple the letter in my fist until it’s a tightly wadded up ball.  I’m tempted to hurtle it across the room but fight back the impulse.  That’s the difference between me and my old man.  I have control and exert it at all times.  I never allow myself to be driven by impulse.  If I do something rash, it’s only because I’ve given it thought and decided it’s worth the risk of consequences.

      Like hitting Justin.

      Totally worth it.

      Don’t regret it for a second.

      And furthermore, I’d do it again.

      I nearly jump out of my skin when delicate hands slide their way around my ribcage.  For a heartbeat, I relax, assuming it’s Demi.  After that fucked up letter, she’s exactly what I need.  That girl is a balm for the soul.  She’s the only person capable of making me forget the bullshit trying to press in at the edges.

      Except...when the hands snaked around me come into view, the fingernails are painted bright pink.  There is no way Demi would be caught dead wearing that color polish.  Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her wear polish.  Whoever this girl is, her nails are long and lethal like talons.  Demi’s are short and blunt.  Kind of like mine.  It’s difficult to play sports with long-ass claws.  Especially soccer.

      Since I’m not sure who I’m dealing with, I carefully wrap my fingers around slender wrists and pry them from my ribcage before turning around.  What I find is a toothy brunette smiling coyly at me.  She’s wearing a low-cut top that displays a ton of cleavage.  Not wanting her to get the wrong impression, I take a hasty step in retreat.  She’s got a hungry look about her as if she’ll devour me whole if I give her the green light to proceed.  I’m half-afraid she’ll do it regardless.

      “Hi, Rowan.”  She flutters her fingers in a wave.  “I was hoping to run into you.”

      Since I live here, the odds of that happening were stacked in her favor.

      “Hey.”  My athletic bag is still slung across my shoulder.  I slide it in front of me as a barrier.  This girl is probably a foot shorter than I am and weighs half as much.  It’s not like I couldn’t fight her off if I had to.  But there’s a determined look in her eyes as if she’s a woman on a mission, and I’ve dealt with enough girls since stepping foot on campus to know which ones are more tenacious and have a harder time taking no for an answer.

      I almost shake my head.  That sounds crazy.  Most guys would be more than happy to take this chick up on anything she’s offering for the night.

      Guess I’m not most guys.

      She steps toward me, closing the small amount of distance I’ve managed to put between us.  Her titties bounce as she moves.  I have some serious doubts that she’s wearing a bra.

      Not that I’m looking.

      Fine, so maybe I glanced.  It’s kind of hard not to.

      With a seductive grin, her manicured fingers graze over her flat belly and ribcage before settling on her chest.  One pink-tipped finger swirls around her nipple until it hardens.  She reaches up with her other hand, plucking at both breasts until the tips are poking out of the front of her T-shirt like headlights.

      My tongue darts out to moisten my lips.  “Ummm...”

      “Trust me, they’re even more spectacular up close and personal.”

      I clear my throat.  “I’m, ah, not interested.  But thanks.”  I take another step away before the situation can escalate.

      Her fingers go to the hem of her shirt.  “Maybe you should see them for yourself.”

      “No,” I shake my head, “that’s not really—”

      “Or maybe you could pretend to have a little bit of self-respect and take the hint.  He’s already told you that he’s not interested.”

      Oh, fuck.

      Well, this isn’t good.  Even though I’m relieved to see Demi, the last thing I want is for her to jump to the wrong conclusion.  She plasters a smile on her face before turning to the busty brunette who has thankfully released the bottom of her shirt.

      The other girl frowns before flicking a long sheath of hair over her shoulder.  “Who are you?”

      Demi’s lips slide into a smile as she threads her arm through mine.  “I’m Rowan’s girlfriend.”

      The brunette’s eyes widen.  She blinks a few times as if she must have heard incorrectly before throwing a frown in my direction.  “You have a girlfriend?”

      “Yup.”  I grin, thrilled that Demi has admitted the truth.  “I sure do.”  I smack a kiss on her cheek for good measure.

      “You didn’t mention it,” she says with a pout.

      “I’m sure he was,” Demi’s gaze drops to the other girl’s breasts, “distracted.”

      The brunette smiles as if given a compliment.  “Thank you!”  She reaches up and brushes her fingers over her breasts until her nips are once again standing at attention.  “They’re amazing, aren’t they?”

      Demi’s brow furrows as she openly stares at the other girl’s boobs as if seriously considering the question.  I’m going to be totally honest here...I’m not sure what’s going on.

      I’m a little uncomfortable.

      And turned on.

      This is so wrong.

      “Yeah, they are,” she finally admits.

      The other girl drops her voice as she sidles closer to her.  “Any chance you’re interested in a threesome?”

      “Sorry,” Demi shakes her head, “I’m not into sharing.”

      “Yeah,” she sighs, her gaze lingering on me as if undressing me with her eyes.  “I can understand why you would feel that way.  My name is Cassie.”  She winks.  “If you change your mind, come find me.  I’ll totally make it worth your while.”  With that proposal thrown out there, she saunters off toward the living room.

      It takes a moment to realize my eyebrows are somewhere in the vicinity of my hairline as I meet Demi’s widened gaze.

      “I don’t even know what to say to that,” she murmurs with a slight frown.

      Her reaction makes my lips twitch.  It takes a lot to knock Demi off-balance.  “Sorry.”

      Genuine confusion laces her voice as she waves a hand toward the living room.  “How did you ever hang on to your virginity?”

      I shrug.  “Guess the right girl never came along and propositioned me.”

      “Oh, really?”  Now it’s her turn to hike a brow.  “I think we both know that’s not true.”

      A chuckle escapes from my lips.  Well, she’s got me there.  The girl has been coming at me hard for three weeks, and I’ve been fending off her advances at every turn.  Kind of like a superhero.  Apparently, remaining a virgin is my superpower.  Just kidding.  I’ve wanted her for years, and now that she’s finally mine, it’s important to take it slow.

      When I don’t respond, she points to my hand.  “What’s that?”

      I glance at the crumpled paper and blink back to awareness as the past crashes down on me like a twenty-story building.

      “Nothing.  Just garbage.”  I clear my throat, wanting to steer the conversation in a different direction.  “You ready to study?”

      “Yup.”  We have a stats test tomorrow, and I need to go over the material one more time.  I need to get that grade up, or the possibility of my ass getting benched is a very real one.  I can’t afford to let that happen.  Not with the upcoming draft.  Every time I step onto the field, all eyes are on me.

      I grab her hand and tow her past the living room.  Before we reach the first tread, a couple of guys call out greetings to her.  Asher and Brayden grin like Cheshire cats with bird feathers sticking out from between their teeth.

      Honestly...they’re like a bunch of fucking children.

      When I glare, the smiles fall from their faces, and they look away.  Once we reach the second floor, I shutter us in my room.  The music and boisterous voices fade.  Instead of mentioning the orgy that’s about to go down, Demi glances around the undecorated space.  There’s a queen-sized bed that dominates the room, a tall dresser and a matching desk that I picked up at the Salvation Army last year when I moved off-campus.  Both have seen better days, but they’ll get me through the rest of this year, and that’s what matters.

      She glances at the mattress.  “Well, I suppose this is one way to get you into bed.”

      “Maybe it would be better if we worked at the library.  I’m not sure if you’re going to be able to keep your hands to yourself.”

      A slow smile spreads across her face, and it hits me like a punch to the gut.  “I guess that’s a chance you’re gonna have to take.”

      I suppose it is.  I’ve been holding Demi off, but I don’t have the strength to keep it up for much longer.  It’s not only her that I’m battling, but myself as well.

      An hour later, we’re settled in the middle of the bed with a statistics book splayed open in front of us.  Demi pelts me nonstop with questions.  The girl is relentless.  It’s only one of the things I like about her.

      “Ahhh...”  I rack my brain for an answer.  When one doesn’t immediately come to mind, I pull something from my ass and hope for the best.  “I’ll take simple conditional probabilities for five hundred dollars, Alex.”

      Demi narrows her eyes.  “Wrong.  It’s the ‘at least one rule’.”

      I drag a hand over my face.  “My brain is fried.  I can’t do this anymore.”

      Her expression softens as she reaches out and strokes a hand over my cheek.  “You’re doing great.  You’ll pull off a B for sure.”

      “Um, hello?  There’s no pulling off involved here.  You’ve crammed all this useless information into my head.  It has nowhere else to go but onto that test.”

      She glances at the sports watch adorning her wrist.  “We should study for at least another hour.  It’s always better to be overprepared.”

      I really hope she’s joking.  That sounds fairly hellish.  There’s only so much statistics I can take, and I’ve already reached my quota for the day.  Probably the week.  One look at her face tells me this girl is as serious as a heart attack.

      A groan leaves my lips as I steeple my hands.  “I’m begging you.  No more.  This is torture.  Whatever you want to know, I’ll tell you.  Please...no more statistics.”

      She grows silent, almost contemplative, before offering an alternative.  “Fine, how about we make this interesting?”

      “Ha!  Make stats interesting?”  There’s a beat of silence.  “Surely you jest.”  I stretch out on the bed and fold my arms behind my head.  “Let’s hear it.  What do you have in mind?”

      My muscles tense when a sparkle enters her eyes.

      “How about, for every answer you get right, I’ll take off one item of clothing, and for every wrong one, you remove a piece.  Whoever has the most at the end of ten questions wins.”

      A grin slides across my face.  “This sounds like a win-win situation for me.”

      She arches a dark brow.  “Guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

      “Yes, we definitely will.”  I wipe the smile from my face and attempt to look serious as I get my game on.  “All right, fire away.”

      “How do you calculate the probability of combinations?”

      I blow out a steady exhalation and search the dark recesses of my gray matter.  After the last hour, it’s a pile of slush.  But still...we’re talking about getting Demi naked here, so I need to dig deep and find my second wind.  A full minute slides by as I carefully consider the merits of a few different answers before eventually discarding them.

      “If you don’t know—”

      “Give me a moment,” I grumble, unwilling to be rushed.

      Damn, this is difficult.

      Wait...I think I got it.  “You need to consider the number of favorable outcomes over the number of total outcomes.”  Right?  That’s it...right?  Or is it the other way around?

      Shit.  Now I’m not so sure.

      “Yay!”  A proud smile lights up Demi’s face.  “You got it!”

      Damn right, I did.  Was there ever any doubt?

      Don’t answer that.

      I rub my hands together before pointing a finger at her.  “Strip.”

      She reaches for the elastic band that holds her hair in a ponytail.

      “Oh, hell, no!  You owe me one article of clothing!  And that, my friend, is technically not considered clothing.  It’s a thingy ma-bob.”

      “A thingy ma-bob?”

      “Yup, it’s a technical term.”

      “Hmmm.  Is that what we agreed to?”  She narrows her eyes and taps her index finger against her lips.  “Funny...I don’t remember that being specified in the rules.”

      I narrow my eyes right back at her.  Two can play this game.  “You gonna renege already?  Is that really how we’re going to start off?”

      “Fine,” she grumbles, fingers drifting to the hem of her T-shirt before lifting it slowly up her toned belly.  It’s enough to make my mouth go dry.  The material rises until a hint of her black sports bra comes into view and then—

      She drops the shirt back into place.  When my questioning gaze flicks to hers, a grin flashes across her face as she lifts her hands, circling her nipples with her fingers until the little buds stand firmly at attention.

      My eyes widen.

      Holy fuck that is hot.

      When she gives them a little pinch, my cock becomes unbearably hard, and I groan.  “If stats doesn’t kill me, you will.”

      A wicked smile curves her lips as her fingers fall to the hem of her shirt before yanking it off and dropping it onto the bed.  “Ready for the next question?”

      I couldn’t be more ready.

      The sexy little maneuver replays in my head as I stare at her tits.  What Demi did was way more tantalizing than the girl downstairs.  “Yes, I am.”  If I have my way, that sports bra will be the next to go.

      I got this.  I’m riding high off that first question.

      “How do you calculate the probability of permutations?”

      Well, hell.  After a few silent moments, I rattle off an answer, already knowing I bombed it.

      She makes a buzzer-sounding noise deep in her throat.  “Wrong!”

      “You don’t need to sound so gleeful.”

      Demi grins, pointing at my chest.  “I want the shirt.”

      With a shrug, I sit up.  The girl wants me to shed my clothing?

      I’m delighted to oblige.

      I grab the back of my T-shirt before dragging it up my body and over my head.  Then I toss it onto hers.  Apparently, that’s going to be the loser pile.  Right now, we’re evenly tied.

      The way her gaze drifts over my body is almost like a physical caress.  I’ve had girls eat me up with their eyes, but it’s different with Demi.  I flex my muscles, wanting to give her a little something to drool over.  Then I lick my thumbs and forefingers before circling my nipples like she did.  When I give them a good pinch, she bursts out laughing.

      I can’t help but grin.  Is there anything better than sexy times mixed in with laughter?

      Nope.

      “All right, hit me with the next question.”

      She rattles off another one, and I snap out the answer without having to overthink it.  Instead of shedding her bra, she takes off her athletic shorts.  Damn, but Demi has an amazing body.  She’s lean and muscular, and that is such a turn-on.

      We go through a couple more questions.  I end up peeling off my shorts which leaves me in nothing more than my boxer briefs, and she pulls off her socks.  Things are starting to get interesting around here.  Although, let’s hope I get the next one correct or I’ll be studying statistics buck naked.  Can’t say I ever thought that would happen.

      “What is a combination?”

      Yes!

      I know this!

      I clear my throat as if what I have to say is of the utmost importance.  “A combination is an arrangement of objects where order does not matter.”

      “You got it!  Awesome job!”

      Already salivating, I point to the bra.  “Take it off.”

      Instead of following the command, she says, “Should we end this and call it a draw?”

      “No way in hell.  Take it off.  Stop trying to cheat your way out of our agreement.”

      “Fine.”  With that, Demi reaches around her back and unsnaps the clasp.  As soon as the stretchy material loosens, the straps slide down her shoulders, revealing a glimpse of tantalizing flesh.  Without a self-conscious bone in her body, she shrugs out of the bra and tosses it onto the growing pile of clothing.

      Demi sits back, allowing me to look my fill.  She has no problem with her breasts being on display.  Her confidence is so damn sexy.  It’s only one of the things that draw me to her like a moth to a flickering flame.  It’s been that way since I first laid eyes on her.  It might have taken me time to capture her interest the same way she caught mine, but now that I have it, I won’t be letting it go anytime soon.

      “Should we finish this?”  Her lips lift at the corners.  We’re both down to our underwear.  “One more question will determine the victor.”

      “Oh, you bet your sweet ass we’re finishing this.”

      “All right.  Final question for the win...”  My muscles coil tight as she pauses.  “What is statistics the study and interpretation of?”

      She’s joking, right?  That can’t be the question.  This has to be some kind of sly bit of trickery on her part.  I narrow my eyes, but her expression remains inscrutable.

      All right, I’m going for it.

      “Data.”  I mumble out the answer.  Surely, it can’t be that straightforward.

      Her lips lift.  “Ding, ding, ding...we have a winner.”

      No fricking way.

      That was way too easy.

      Without me asking, Demi slides her thumbs into the elastic band of her panties and slips them over narrow hips and muscular thighs before kicking them off.  And then she’s gloriously bare.

      A wicked glint enters her eyes as she stretches out on the bed.

      Hot damn.

      My gaze drops to the part of her I’ve become obsessed with.

      So fucking gorgeous.

      “Be straight with me—did you throw the last question?”

      Instead of answering, she spreads her thighs wide before trailing her fingers over the lips of her splayed pussy.  “Now why would I do a thing like that?”

      My mouth turns cottony as my eyes widen.

      “What’s wrong?”  She smirks.  “See something you like?”

      Ummm...

      “Yeah.”  Barely is the word able to escape.

      “Then get over here and do something about it.”

      She doesn’t need to tell me twice.  I toss the statistics book off the bed.  The heavy tomb lands on the carpeted floor with a loud thud.  Then I’m crawling across the mattress and squeezing my shoulders between her thighs.  With heavy-lidded eyes, I stare up at her before lowering my mouth.  A whimper slides from her as I make contact with her delicate flesh.

      The way she’s stretched out on the bed with her elbows propping her up, head thrown back, and lips softly parted makes my cock throb with painful awareness.  Demi is the sexiest girl I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      I lick my way from the bottom of her pink slit to the very top.  When I get to her clit, I circle it with my tongue before sucking the little bundle of nerves into my mouth.  She whimpers, arching her back off the bed as if trying to get closer.

      Who would have ever thought that studying statistics could be such a turn-on?

      We might have to do this more often.

      A lot more often.

      When her body tightens, I realize she’s moments away from orgasming, and it only drives me on.  I want to give her more pleasure than she’s ever experienced.

      “Rowan,” she whimpers.

      “What, baby?” I whisper against damp flesh.

      “I want you inside me.”

      “That’s exactly where I am.”  To prove this is true, I spear my tongue inside her heat.

      “No, I want your cock.”  She sucks in a shuddering breath.  “I need you...please.”

      This feels like a dream.  Is Demi Richards really begging for my dick?  I’m almost afraid that I’ll wake up and none of this will be real.  She’ll still be keeping me at a firm distance, pretending I don’t exist.  Now that I’ve sampled her sweetness, there’s no way I can go back to the way it’s always been between us.

      I lift my head and stare into her dazed eyes.  So much need swirls around inside them.  Damn if I don’t want to give her everything she desires.  “Are you sure?”

      She nods.

      I chew my lower lip and contemplate the situation at hand.

      Here’s my problem...

      I’m pretty worked up, if you know what I mean.  If I attempt to get inside her in this condition, I’ll come within thirty seconds.  Probably quicker than that.  It was embarrassing enough to admit that I’m still a virgin at age twenty-one, to blow my load after a few strokes would be the ultimate humiliation.

      Like...change my name, forget about football, and transfer to another college embarrassing.

      “Rowan?”

      I drag a hand through my hair and try to keep the tortured expression off my face.  It’s not like I planned for tonight to turn out like this.  Hell, I thought we’d be knee deep in stats.  And that’s the least sexy thing in the world.

      Or so I’d thought...

      Had I suspected this was the direction the evening would swerve in, I would have rubbed one out...or maybe three in preparation.

      Before I realize what’s happening, Demi rolls up to a seated position.  Her hands go to my cheeks, cradling them in her hands.  My head is still between her spread thighs.  “I want this, and I want you.”

      “Yeah,” I gulp, trying to figure out how to best verbalize my problem, “I feel the same way.  It’s just...”  As my voice trails off, realization dawns in her eyes.

      “Turn over.”

      When I don’t immediately comply, she drops her hands from my face and pushes at my shoulders.  I scramble up before rolling onto my back.  As soon as I hit the mattress, she’s crawling up my body and pressing her lips against mine.  Oh-so-slowly she moves down my chest, peppering kisses and soft nips over hard muscle until she reaches the waistband of my boxers.  She tugs the material down an inch before flicking her eyes at me and pressing a caress against the newly revealed flesh.

      I clear my throat as my erection throbs painfully.  “You realize that you’re not helping matters, right?”

      Her expression turns seductive as she torments me with her mouth until I’m shifting beneath her, trying to hold it together.  I’m hard as steel.  There’s an excellent possibility I won’t make it inside her before I come like a geyser.

      You’ve heard of a two-pump chump?

      I can only hope to make it twice.

      This isn’t good.

      Actually, it’s much too good, and that’s the problem.

      Once my dick springs free from the stretchy fabric, I grit my teeth.  The way she stares with focused determination only makes matters worse.  She swipes her tongue over the head of my cock before licking at the damned thing like it’s a lollipop.  Sure, I’ve fantasized about her doing this a million times but at the moment, it will be my undoing.  I’m like some prepubescent teenager ready to come all over the place at the drop of a hat.

      It’s embarrassing as hell.

      “If you keep that up much longer, I’m going to come,” I ground out, voice scraped raw with need.

      She lifts her head enough to smirk.  “Yeah, that’s kind of the point.”

      When Demi sucks the crown of my dick into her mouth with tight suction, I know it’s game over.  There’s no holding back.  I bury my fingers in her hair as she moves up and down my rigid length.

      Goddamn that feels amazing...

      I arch my hips and enjoy each wave of intense pleasure as it crashes over me, dragging me to the bottom of the ocean.  I don’t think anything has ever felt so damn good.  It’s only when I’m softening in her mouth that she releases me with an audible pop before crawling up my body and kissing my lips.  When I open, her tongue slips inside to tangle with my own.

      “Feel better?”

      “Fuck, yeah,” I practically slur.

      Her lips tremble against mine.  “Good.  I aim to please.”

      Mission accomplished.

      With one final kiss, she pulls away before sitting up and straddling me so that her pussy is spread wide against my abdominals.  I thrust my hips until her naked body can slide against mine.  My hands drift from her thighs, over gently flared hips, to her ribcage before wandering to her breasts and palming the soft weight.  Her eyelids feather closed as she arches her back, pressing herself into my hands.

      God, I love her tits.  Anything more would be a complete waste.

      “You’re so fucking perfect,” I murmur, captivated by the sight of her.  She looks so wanton, sitting astride me naked, like the goddess she is.  She has no idea how significant this moment is for me.  I’ve waited so long to be with her.  If I dwell on it, I’ll freak myself out.

      Even though I just came, my cock is already stiffening up.  I groan as she flexes her hips, brushing against me.  My dick slides through her silky folds until I’m once again clenching my teeth.  Demi rearranges herself so that the head of my cock is poised at her entrance.

      It takes every ounce of my willpower not to thrust deep inside her and bury myself to the hilt.  “I need a condom.”

      “It’s okay.”  She pauses, her movements stilling.  “I’m on the pill and haven’t had sex in six months.”

      My eyes nearly cross at the thought of being inside her tight heat without anything between us.  “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”  As if to prove the point, she lowers herself onto my erection.

      Holy fuuuuck!

      “God, that feels so good,” she groans, her eyes closing as if to savor the feeling of us finally coming together.

      “Yeah,” I mutter, “praise the Lord.”

      Her lips twitch.  “Let’s not talk about God at a time like this.”

      “You’re the one who brought religion into it,” I point out.

      “Rowan...”  She opens her eyes only to narrow them before shooting me an exasperated look.

      “Yup, got it.”  A hiss escapes from me as she slides down my length until fully seated.

      My gaze shifts to where we are now connected in the most intimate way possible.  I can’t envision anything more erotic.  Sure, I’ve seen porn.  Who hasn’t?  And I’ve wacked off to the images, but nothing compares to the sight of Demi riding my dick.

      My hands fall from her pebbled nipples to her hips before wrapping around them as if to anchor her to me.  Maybe that’s exactly what I’m trying to do.  This is the best damn feeling in the world, and I want it to last forever.

      Although, I think we all know that’s not going to happen.

      Unable to stand another moment of this stillness, I flex my hips, sliding from her tight heat before thrusting inside.  As I do, a heavy wave of pleasure crashes over me.  She tips her face toward the ceiling as a moan slides from her.  Even though I came ten minutes ago, I won’t last much longer.  The pleasure rushing through every fiber of my being is much too intense.  It’s almost unbearable.

      But...I can’t get off again without her orgasming first.

      Whatever I do, I need to keep it together.  I lock my jaw and focus on the upcoming game and how challenging it will be.  Mentally, I breakdown the film I’ve been watching and focus on weaknesses that can be exploited.  I run through each play, thrusting my hips and driving inside her tight sheath.

      As much as I try to distract myself, I can’t help but think about how perfectly we fit together.  As if she was made for me.  Every time I surge forward, Demi meets my upstroke.  We’re in perfect rhythm, which makes holding onto the last shred of my control almost impossible.

      The delicate sounds that escape from her will be my undoing.  My willpower is being stripped away with each one.  Up until this point, I’ve always taken pride in my self-discipline.  I’ve pushed my body to the limits and denied myself temptation.  As an athlete, that’s the name of the game.  You can never give in to the pain.  You have to be constantly pushing past your limits.  If this continues much longer, this one-hundred-and-twenty-pound girl will be the one who ultimately breaks me.

      And that, I will not allow.

      When I’ve run through every play in the book, my mind turns back to statistics.  I mean, come on, how could that not turn me off?

      Except...when I concentrate on the probability of independent events, I conjure up an image of Demi as she removes a piece of clothing and that only makes me harder.  How messed up is that?

      “I’m going to come,” she whimpers, breaking into my thoughts.

      Thank fuck!

      No, seriously.  I mean that with all sincerity.  Thirty seconds more, and I would have embarrassed myself.

      Instead of speeding up the way my body insists, I hold a steady pace.  My balls tighten as her cries grow louder.  There’s a distinct possibility the tip of my cock is going to explode.  What I’ve learned from this experience is that a blow job is good, but sex is fan-fucking-tastic.

      Or maybe, more specifically, it’s sex with Demi that’s so amazing.  I’m not sure, although I suspect it might be the latter.

      When she cries out my name, her pussy spasms, strangling my cock, and I totally lose it, coming with a vengeance.  It’s like the floodgates have opened, and there’s no holding back.  Stars burst behind my eyelids, and there’s an excellent possibility I blacked out for a moment.  When I finally come to again, Demi is leaning over me with a smug grin wreathing her face.  My fingers bite into her hips, wanting to keep her seated on my dick.

      “So,” she asks, satisfaction dripping from her voice, “what did you think?”

      What did I think?

      What did I think?

      I think I could fuck this girl for the rest of my life.

      Damn.  That’s a scary thought.  And yet...not really.  I’m not quite sure what to make of it, so I push it aside for the time being.  Then I shutter my expression before shrugging.  “It was good.  Although, out of curiosity...is that all there is to it?  Like, is there anything more?”

      Every bit of arrogance filling her expression vanishes as her eyes widen.  “Is...there...anything...more?”  The question gets pushed out slowly as if it’s foreign, and she’s having a difficult time wrapping her lips around it.

      It takes everything I have inside to keep a straight face.  “Yeah, you know, like a trick at the end or something?”

      A garbled sound gets emitted from deep within her throat.  “A trick?”

      “Yeah.  That was a lot of grinding.  I expected you to do a little bit more.”

      When her body stiffens and fire leaps into her dark eyes, I can’t stop the laughter from shaking my shoulders as it echoes throughout my body.

      “Wait a minute—you’re fucking with me?”  She sits up and smacks my chest.

      I grab her hands before she can inflict any real damage.  “Yeah, I’m joking around.  You have to know that was amazing.”

      Her brows jerk together as she grumbles, “Damn right, it was.”

      I tug her closer before smacking a kiss against her lips.  “Nothing I imagined could have prepared me for how spectacular that felt, and that has everything to do with you.”  I raise my hand to her cheek before stroking my thumb across her lower lip.

      Her body softens, turning pliant.  “Good.”

      Quite honestly, I don’t know how it could have been any better.

      With a sigh, she relaxes against my chest.  Her steady inhalations fill the space between us.  For the first time in my life, true contentment settles over me.  It’s as if the last puzzle piece has fallen into place.  It’s a strange feeling.  One I could get used to, if I’m not careful.
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      As I hustle my way across campus to meet Demi for lunch, my phone breaks into the whirl of my thoughts.  In case you’re wondering, those thoughts have everything to do with the dark-haired soccer player.  I’m in so fucking deep with that girl I don’t think I’ll ever get out.  At this point, I don’t even want to.

      We’ve been public with our relationship for more than a week, and the talk around campus has finally died down.  People are getting used to seeing us together.  I’d wondered if the guys on the team would give me a hard time, but other than a few harmless comments, no one has said boo.  Now, does that necessarily mean shit isn’t being said behind my back?

      I’m sure it is.  Those dudes gossip like a bunch of old ladies standing around in a church parking lot.  At least they’re smart enough to keep it out of earshot.  They’d get their asses handed to them by yours truly if they didn’t.  Plus, most of these guys think of Demi as a little sister.  They’re protective of her and will shut down any bullshit they hear floating around campus.

      So yeah, life is pretty damn good at the moment.  I don’t have any complaints.

      I slip the phone from my pocket and stare at the screen.

      Mom.  Guilt slices through me.  I’ve been so wrapped up in Demi that I haven’t checked in to see how everything is going.  Normally, we talk a couple of times a week.  I should probably stop at home and see how she’s doing.  Maybe we can grab dinner.

      I hit the green button and put the phone to my ear.  “Hey, Mom.  How’s it going?”

      There’s a slight pause, and I frown, wondering if the connection is bad.  Every once in a while, you’ll hit a dead spot on campus.

      “Hello, son.”

      Thrown off by the deep male voice that bursts over the line, my footsteps falter before stuttering to a halt.

      What the fuck?

      I shake my head, clinging to the irrational hope that my brain is playing a trick on me.

      “Hello?” he says again before asking, “you there?”

      Instead of answering, I rasp, “Why do you have Mom’s phone?”  A chill slithers down my spine before settling uncomfortably at the base.  “Where the hell is she?”  My voice rises as I turn panicky.  “Put her on the line.”

      “Calm the fuck down, all right?  Your ma is fine.”  He chuckles before taking his mouth away from the phone.  “Say hi, babe.  Your son is worried about you.”

      My muscles coil tight as I wait for the sound of my mother’s voice.  I swear to fucking God if he’s done something to her, I’ll be on the phone with his parole officer so fast, his damn head will spin.

      “Hi, sweetie,” comes Mom’s soft voice from somewhere in the nearby vicinity.

      Everything in me loosens.  “Give her the phone,” I snap, wanting to talk privately with her and get to the bottom of what’s going on.  Why would she be anywhere near him?

      Disregarding the demand, he says mildly, “Good news.  Your ma and I have decided to give it another whirl.”  My belly crashes to the bottom of my toes.  “Aren’t you excited?”

      Is that a joke?

      It’s the worst possible news.  After my father was sent away, it took months, if not years, to evict him from my mother’s head.  She had to practically be deprogrammed.  And now he’s back.  The last thing she needs is him fucking up her life again.

      Goddamn it!

      “Now that I’m out, we can be one big happy family.”

      Like we were ever that.  My father has proven time and time again that he doesn’t give a rat’s ass about us.

      “I gotta go.”  I don’t have time for this bullshit.  I don’t want him in my life, and I sure as shit don’t want him anywhere near Mom.  I’m not the same kid he left behind a decade ago who was easily intimidated.  I’m a grown man.  I wasn’t able to protect my mother from him before, but I sure as shit will do it now.

      “Don’t you dare hang up!”  His voice deepens, cracking like thunder over the line.  Some of his nice guy façade falls away like I suspected it would.  It only reconfirms my suspicions that he’s trying to run a game on me.

      “Why?  There’s nothing for us to talk about.”

      “We have ten years to catch up on.”

      “No, Scott, we don’t.”

      “You always were a mouthy little bastard, weren’t you?” he chuckles, although it sounds like he’s holding on to his patience by a thread.  I can almost imagine him tightening his hand before flexing it and cracking the knuckles.  That sound always meant trouble.

      “There’s no reason we can’t sit down and hash out our shit.  You’re my son, we’re family.  I want to see you.  It’s like I’ve always told ya—you can pick your friends, and you can pick your nose, but you can’t pick your family.”

      I almost snort.

      Is that rationale really supposed to win me over?

      “Wish I could.”  Not.  “But I’ve got a lot going on.”

      As I’m about to stab the disconnect button, he says, “Well, I got your address.  Maybe a surprise reunion will be more fun.”

      That not so subtle threat has my blood running cold.  I don’t want him anywhere near campus.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      I plow my fingers through my hair and quickly decide what to do.  There’s always the possibility that it’s an empty threat.  Although...do I really want to take that chance?  With my luck, the bastard will show up on my doorstep.

      “When do you want to meet?”  I gnash my teeth together so hard they feel as if they’re in imminent danger of shattering.

      “Now works for me.”

      No way in hell.

      “Sorry, I can’t—”

      “Look, I’ll make it easy on you.  There’s a truck stop on the outskirts of town, right off highway eighteen and county ten.  I’ll be there in an hour.”

      Before I can open my mouth, the line goes dead.  A cold sweat pops out across my brow at the thought of coming face-to-face with my father after all these years.  As much as I don’t want to cancel my plans with Demi, there isn’t a choice in the matter.  The thought of lying to her leaves a bad taste in my mouth, but there’s no way in hell I can tell her the truth.

      Hey, remember when you asked about my parents?  Well, guess what?  Pops was released early from prison, where he was serving a twenty-year sentence.  That’s right, I’ve got the blood of a murderer running through my veins.

      Can you imagine the look of horror and disgust that would come over her face?

      I shake my head as if the movement alone will banish the ugly thought from my brain.

      It doesn’t work.

      I fire off a quick text explaining that something came up, and I can’t meet her for lunch after all.  It’s not exactly a lie.  It’s just not the unvarnished truth.  Within moments, a sad face emoji pops up on my screen followed by a bunch of hearts and kisses.  It’s almost enough to bring a smile to my face.

      I slide my phone into my back pocket and take off for home.  An hour later, I’m parked in the gravel lot outside a seedy truck stop along the highway.  There’s a peeling sign that advertises massages.

      Yeah right...

      My guess is that they’re offering a lot more than that—more like a rub and a tug.  It shouldn’t come as any surprise that my father is familiar with a place like this.  I still can’t believe he’s a free man.  In all honesty, after he was incarcerated, I never imagined seeing him again.  I had high hopes of him rotting in prison.  Do you have any idea how comforting that thought was?  And now it’s all been blown to shit.  The same sick feeling I used to get when I was a kid settles in the pit of my belly.  I hate that he’s still able to tie me up into knots.

      My muscles stiffen as I sit in my truck and watch mostly men come and go from the establishment.  There’s a ball cap pulled low over my eyes.  So far, I haven’t caught sight of my father.  Is it too much to ask that he doesn’t show up?  Although, deep down, I know he will.  The only reason he contacted me is because he wants something.  And contrary to the garbage he spewed earlier, it’s not for us to be a happy family.  We were a lot of things, but that was never one of them.

      I glance impatiently at my sports watch, only wanting to get this over with.  Once I shut him down, I won’t have to think about him again.  Maybe this is for the best.  I can get him out of my life once and for all.

      Another ten minutes tick by without any sign of Scott.  As I consider starting up the engine and getting the hell out of here, a beat-up Chevy pulls into the lot.  I squint, trying to get a good look at the driver.  Even though I can’t see the guy’s profile clearly, the fine hair at the back of my neck stands at attention.  It’s like déjà vu.  That’s exactly what would happen when I was a kid, and he’d come home drunk, spoiling for a fight.  It pisses me off that after a decade, I still have a sixth sense where he’s concerned.  My gaze stays pinned to the driver’s side door.

      The man who unfolds himself from inside the vehicle only vaguely resembles the one who was hauled away by the police in cuffs a decade ago.  His blond hair is cropped short.  Almost as if he walked into a barbershop and told them to buzz it with a number one.  And he’s more jacked than I remember.  My gaze drops to his belly.  No longer is there a beer gut hanging over his belt.  The sleeves of his black T-shirt are wrapped tightly around bulging biceps.  Looks like someone made good use of the prison workout room.  That was probably more of a survival tactic than anything else.  I study his face carefully and notice the roadmap of new lines.

      The years have not been kind to my father.

      It’s almost like he can sense my scrutiny.  He squints, glancing around the half-filled parking lot before taking a drag from his cigarette.  The cherry at the end glows bright red as he inhales.  My immediate response is to fold in on myself as his gaze coasts over my truck.  The moment I realize what I’m doing, I straighten my shoulders.

      Fuck that.  No matter what he thinks, I’m not the same timid kid he left behind.

      As soon as he’s done with the smoke, he flicks it onto the gravel and saunters toward the diner.  A chime over the door rings out faintly as he steps over the threshold.  I force out the lungful of air that is lodged in my throat.

      My fight or flight instincts kick in, screaming at me to start up the truck and get the hell out of here while the getting is still good.  It only proves you can never escape from your past.  And rewiring your brain—even after a decade—is more difficult than you’d think.

      As tempting as it is to cut and run, I know there’s no point.  He’ll make damn good on his threat to come looking for me, and I don’t want him anywhere near Western University.

      Or Demi.

      My mouth dries.

      Especially Demi.

      It takes another ten minutes before I work up the courage to leave the safety of my vehicle.  As I stalk toward the rundown restaurant and whatever-the-hell-goes-on-here, it’s like I’m walking toward certain death.  I pull open the door and step inside.  Maybe I’m a mess of nerves, but I’ll be damned if I show him anything but strength.  My gaze scans the faded red vinyl booths that have seen better days—more like better decades—until it lands on a man buried in the far corner.  A waitress who looks as worn as her surroundings sets a cup of coffee in front of him.  I blow out a steady puff and force myself to eat up the distance that separates us.  I’m halfway across the room when he senses my presence and glances up, his light blue eyes landing on me.

      They flare slightly with surprise before the emotion is quickly masked.  The corners of his lips twitch with a forced smile as he rises to his feet.  “It’s good to see you, son.”

      The endearment rings false and grates against my nerves.

      “Don’t call me that,” I snap, unable to rein in my irritation.

      There is no love lost between us.  When I was a kid, he couldn’t be bothered to treat me with an ounce of kindness.  I was nothing more than a nuisance.  His lips would twist with disgust, and he’d snap at me to stop hiding behind my mother’s skirt and act like a man, not a little pussy.  That’s probably the best memory I have of him.  Actually, watching him get hauled away by the police is my fondest recollection.

      It’s only when I’m standing a few feet away that I realize he has to tilt his chin to hold my steady gaze.  As a child, my father loomed over me, always seeming larger than life.  A powerhouse of physical force and brute strength he used to strongarm Mom into giving him what he wanted.

      That’s not the case anymore.

      I straighten to my full height and lower my shoulders, hoping to intimidate him the same way he used to do to us.  Instead, he does the unexpected and opens his arms as if this is a happy reunion, and I wasn’t threatened into making an appearance.  I recoil at the thought of touching him and drop into the booth instead.

      He stands there for a moment.  Annoyance flickers in his eyes before he slides in across from me.  “What?  No hug for the old man?”

      I sit back and fold my arms across my chest.  “My guess is that you didn’t come here for hugs.”

      His lips twist.  The slight semblance of a smile doesn’t reach the coolness of his eyes.  Instead of answering, he says, “Aw, come on.  It doesn’t have to be like this.  We’re family.”  There’s a pause as if he’s assessing the effect of his words.  “Tell me what you’ve been up to.”

      I lived with him until I was eleven years old, and not once could the guy be bothered to ask how my day at school went.  If there wasn’t a way for me to be useful, it was like I didn’t exist.  And now he wants to be filled in with all the details?

      I don’t think so.  He can get bent for all I care.

      “Can we drop the façade?”  Rather pointedly, I glance at my watch.  “I don’t have a lot of time.”

      The look in his eyes sharpens, turning just this side of feral.  I tense, immediately recognizing the reaction.  It brings me straight back to my childhood and makes me send up a little prayer of gratitude he was sent away before he could inflict any real damage.  Who would I be if he hadn’t pulled the trigger?  Would he have sucked me into his orbit?  Gotten me involved with his petty con games?  There are nights when I lay awake and try to imagine an alternate future.  Thank fuck that was never my reality.  If it had been, it’s doubtful I’d be where I am today.

      The waitress stops by our table.  On closer inspection, I realize she’s not as old as I pegged her to be from a distance.  It’s like this place has sucked the youth right out of her.

      “What can I get for you, hun?”

      I hold up a hand.  “Nothing.  I won’t be staying long.”

      She raises a brow in surprise before her gaze slides to my father.  “Need a refill, sugar?”  When her lips pull back, I notice that she’s missing a tooth.

      My father shakes his head and flashes her a tobacco-stained smile.  “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Just holler if you need anything,” she calls over her shoulder, already moving on to another table.

      “What did you want to talk about?”  I’m done beating around the bush.  “I already told you that I didn’t have a lot of time.”

      “And yet, here you are.”  A glint of satisfaction enters his eyes.  It’s as if he’s playing a game of cat and mouse.  Little does he know I’ll never be the mouse again.  “I’ve been away for ten long years.  Is it so much to ask that we spend a little time together?  I’ll be honest, kid, it hurts my feelings that you won’t even call me dad like the good old days.”

      It takes everything I have not to roll my eyes.

      Give me a damn break.

      “How about you get to the point, Dad,” I grit between clenched teeth.  Acknowledging the piece of shit sitting across from me as anything more than a sperm donor feels like a slap in the face to any man who took the role seriously and helped shape their children into productive human beings.

      You know who had that kind of impact on me?

      Coach.  Without him, I don’t know who I would be or what I would be doing.  He gave me hope and showed me that life could be different.  There’s no way I’ll ever be able to repay him for giving me a future to believe in.

      “See?”  If not for the hardening of his eyes, I’d think the sarcasm had gone completely over his head.  “Was that so hard?”

      Yeah, it was.  The man has no idea how sick inside it makes me to know that I’m a biological product of him.

      He doesn’t bother to wait for a response.  “Your mother tells me football is going well, and you’ll get drafted this spring.”

      My belly heaves, twisting painfully.  Now it all makes sense.  He heard I should be coming into money and wants his slice of the pie, whether he deserves it or not.  If there’s a potential payday without having to lift a finger, my father will sniff it out.  It might be his only true talent.

      I jerk my shoulders, wanting to downplay my prospects.  Not that it’ll do me any good.  He’s like a bloodhound who has picked up the scent.  “Don’t know,” I mutter, wanting to shut down this line of questioning, “nothing is for certain.”

      His lips lift into a yellowed smile as if he knows exactly what I’m up to and isn’t fooled by my modesty.  “Ever since I got home, that’s all your ma squawks about.  How many teams are looking at you and the kind of money you’ll be raking in by next year.”  He licks his lips as if he can already taste it.

      Fuck.

      Why hadn’t I kept my big trap shut?

      I’ll tell you why—I’d wanted my mother to be proud of me.  She’s worked so damn hard to put food on the table, keep a roof over our heads, and pay for football.  For the first time in her life, I’d wanted her to know someone would be taking care of her.  She could finally stop stressing over the bills.  Once I signed that contract, everything would get easier for the both of us.  She wouldn’t have to work another day.  I’d buy the damn restaurant where she’s been waitressing if that’s what she wanted.

      I press my lips together and shift uncomfortably before glancing out the window at my truck in the gravel parking lot.  I want to wrap up this little reunion and take off.

      He tilts his head and digs for info.  “You got an agent?”

      “Yup,” I say in a clipped tone, offering up nothing further.  Where the hell is he going with this?

      It doesn’t take long to figure out.

      “Cause that’s something I could do for you.”  When I stare blankly, he shifts on the bench and continues impatiently.  “Negotiate your deal.”

      My eyes widen, and a gurgle of laughter rises in my throat before I choke it down.  He’s not joking.  The man is as serious as a ninety-nine percent blockage of the arteries.

      An image of Greg Abbot, my sports agent, pops into my head.  I’ve never seen him dressed in anything less formal than a pricey suit with a flashy tie.  There’s never one damn hair out of place.  It’s pomaded into submission.  When he smiles, the whiteness of his teeth almost blinds me.  He reminds me of a glossy cardboard cutout.

      He’s not the type of guy I’d want to hang out with on a Saturday night or grab a beer with while watching a game, but he’s the best in the business and has promised to get me a six-figure signing bonus.  I have zero doubts that he’ll deliver.  He’s one tenacious motherfucker who knows the ins and outs of the sports world.  I’m damn lucky Coach has a relationship with him.  That’s the only reason a nobody like me ended up with such a well-known agent.

      I blink reluctantly back to the conversation.  Dollar signs are practically dancing in my father’s beady eyes.

      He leans toward me, closing as much distance as the Formica table that separates us will allow.  “Now that I’m back, I can manage your career.  It’ll work out perfectly.  I’ll have a job, and my probation officer will get off my ass.”

      The more he talks, the faster my heart races until it feels like it will jackhammer right out of my chest.  I shake my head, wanting to stop this one-sided discussion in its tracks.  “Sorry, I have an agent.”

      Like I’d let him anywhere near my career?

      Is he fucking crazy?

      “Fire him.”  He raps his knuckles on the table as if the decision has already been made.  “Let’s keep this in the family.  There’s no reason to give your money away to strangers.”

      No, he would much prefer I give it all to him.  There’s not a snowballs chance in hell of that coming to fruition.

      “I’ve already signed a contract.  I’m locked in tight.”  I slide to the edge of the booth, ready to bolt.  “So, if that’s all you wanted to talk about, I’ve got to get moving.”

      Some of his nice guy veneer crumbles as he scowls, stabbing a finger at me.  “Sit your ass down.  I’m not finished yet.”

      I glare before begrudgingly dropping back to the seat.

      It takes a moment for him to regain his composure.  He picks up his mug and takes a sip before grumbling, “Stone cold.”

      With a wave of his hand, he flags down our waitress and asks for a second cup.  This takes a good five minutes.  I drum my fingers impatiently on the chipped table as I simmer.  What he’s doing right now is deliberate.  He’s purposefully trying to rile me up.  All I want is for him to get to the fucking point so I can shoot him down.

      Once he has a fresh cup of coffee, he points to me and says in an overly loud voice, “This here is my son, Rowan Michaels.  Maybe you recognize him?  He plays football for the Western Wildcats.”

      The waitress narrows eyes that have been made up with an overly heavy hand, inspecting me carefully.  “I thought I recognized you.”  She points to a decrepit TV mounted on the wall.  “Hal has the game on every Saturday afternoon.”

      “Take off your hat, son,” Dad says mildly, “let the woman get a good look at you.”

      I grit my teeth, torn between refusing the directive and not wanting to appear like a total dick in front of this stranger.  Manners win out as I drag the ball cap off my head before combing my fingers through my unruly hair.  I give her a tight smile and hope I don’t come across half as pissed off as I feel.

      She whistles.  “You sure are a handsome one.”  Her gaze slides approvingly to my father before she winks at him.  “Just like your daddy.”

      It takes everything I have inside not to throw up in my mouth.

      “Yup.”  The man across from me grins like he’s the reason for my success.  “You mark my words,” he jabs a finger at her, “he’s gonna make millions next year.”

      “Gracious.”  Her hand flies to her narrow chest as if she had no idea something like that was even possible.

      He puffs up, clearly pleased by her reaction.  “His mama and I couldn’t be any more proud.”

      “Well, then, I should get your autograph.”  She shifts, searching her pockets for a pen before grabbing it from where it’s tucked in her hair.  “Once you turn pro, we can hang it on our wall of fame.”

      Wall of fame?

      I don’t even want to know.

      “We should probably charge you for it,” my father chuckles, sounding lofty.  When her wide gaze cuts to him in question, he waves a hand and sits back like he’s the Grand Poobah or something like that.  “But we’ll let it slide this once.”

      Embarrassment stings my cheeks.  If only it were possible to sink into the floorboards and escape from this nightmare.

      With that declaration, the waitress shoves a small pad of paper in front of me.  I scribble out my name, hoping it’s somewhat illegible.  Like I want anyone to know I ever stepped foot in this dump that masquerades as a no-tell motel?

      It’s a relief when another customer flags down the waitress, and she reluctantly takes off in his direction.

      “Well,” Dad leans against the booth before settling one arm along the torn-up top, “I think it’s safe to say you made her day.”

      Fucker.

      I drag a hand over my face and decide to pull the plug rather than allow this to continue a moment longer.  “How much do you want?”

      He takes a sip of his fresh coffee.  It’s still steaming.  “That’s much better.”  Instead of answering, he inspects the dirt caked under his fingernails.  “How much can you spare?”

      “Not much,” I grunt out bitterly.  “Football is my job during the year so I’m not able to work.  I live off savings from the summer.”

      “What?  They don’t pay you to play ball?”  His brows snap together as if he’s personally offended on my behalf.  “You’re practically a professional.”

      “That’s not how college athletics work.  I have a scholarship that pays for my tuition.”

      He shakes his head as if I was stupid enough to get screwed over.  I’ll tell you who I got fucked over by...

      “See?  If I’d been around, I would have negotiated better terms for you.  Get you paid under the table or something.”

      Jesus Christ.

      “That’s illegal.  There are strict NCAA rules surrounding that kind of thing.”

      He waves a hand.  “They’re all corrupt—”

      “How much, Dad?”  I pinch the bridge of my nose.  There is so much pressure building in my head.  Any moment it’s going to explode, and then none of this will matter because I’ll be dead.  “How much do you need?”  How much will it take to make you go away and never come back?  Drop a number.

      “A grand.”

      Well, fuck.

      Does he really think I have that kind of money laying around?

      I earn a couple thousand during the summer working for a friend’s landscaping company.  I give Mom some and sock the rest away to carefully dole out through the year.  A number of my teammates have beaucoup bucks.  Money isn’t a concern for them.  They’re able to go on epic spring break trips to the Bahamas, Mexico, and Costa Rica.

      But I can’t afford that.  If I’m lucky and the weather is nice in March, I can work for the week.

      “I need a little something to tide me over until I can find a gig that pays well.”  When I fail to react, he adds, “I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.  Although, after this year, you won’t need me to.  You’ll be rolling around in the Benjamins.”

      “If I give you this money,” I pause, carefully contemplating my response, “you need to consider it a parting gift.  I don’t want to see you again.”  Surprise flares in his eyes before they narrow.  “And I want you to leave Mom alone.  She doesn’t need you messing up her life again.”

      “Excuse me?  Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?  Maybe you’ve forgotten that I’m your pops.”  He stabs a finger at me as fury flashes across his face.  “Don’t think you’re too old for me to beat some sense into.  I should have known that your mother would fuck this up.  She put ideas in your head.”  The smile he gives me is bone-chilling.  “I see the way you look at me.  Like you’re so much better.”  An ugly glint enters his eyes.  “But you know what?  We’re the same, son.”

      If I actually thought that was true, I’d shoot myself.

      I rise from the booth before glaring down at him.  As I do, I feel nothing but anger and resentment.  The first, because he’s no longer locked up, and the second, because he’ll never be anything more than a leech trying to suck me dry.  “We are nothing alike.”  Unable to stomach the sight of him, I walk away.

      “What about the money?” he snaps from the booth.

      I stop but don’t turn.  “You’ll have it by the end of the week.”

      It takes thirty steps to reach the exit before I’m shoving through the door and into the fresh autumn air.  I inhale a breath and hold it captive in my lungs before slowly exhaling.  Nausea swirls in the pit of my gut before searching for a way out.  Just as I make it to the truck, I puke near the driver’s side door, narrowly missing my shoes.  Everything I wolfed down this morning makes an encore appearance.  As soon as the contents of my belly are emptied, I swipe the back of my hand across my mouth.  Only now do I realize it’s shaking.

      My entire body is shaking.

      I grab the keys from my front pocket and click the locks before slumping onto the seat and starting up the engine.  Barely do I glance around before peeling out of the parking lot and hightailing it back to Western.
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      I snuggle against Rowan’s chest on the couch in my apartment.  His arm is around me, and we’re chilling out, watching Mike and Dave Need Wedding Dates.  Zac Efron does something, and a chuckle bursts from my lips.  This movie is stupid funny.  I’ve probably seen it a dozen times, and it never gets old.  When I realize that I’m the only one laughing, I glance at him to see what’s going on.  It becomes obvious that Rowan may be physically with me, but his mind is somewhere else.  A distant look fills his eyes.

      It's one I’ve never seen before.

      Instantly forgetting the movie, I reach up and stroke my fingers across his cheek to capture his attention.  “Hey, are you all right?”

      The strange expression dissolves as the corners of his lips hitch.  “Yeah, I’m fine.  Sorry, guess I zoned out for a minute.”

      “You want to turn off the movie?”  I sit up and hunt around for the remote.  “We don’t have to watch it.”

      He shakes his head.  “Nah.  It’s all good.”

      Even though he’s denying there’s a problem, I get the feeling he’s not being truthful with me, and I hate it.  Hate that he might—for some reason—be lying.  Rowan has never been anything but honest.  The realization doesn’t sit well with me.

      Mike and Dave continue with their slapstick comedy, but I can’t get back into it.  And I find myself unable to brush aside the suspicions that gnaw at me.  “Are you worried about the game tomorrow?”

      He jerks his shoulders and shifts on the couch.  There’s a slight tightening to his jaw.  “Not really.  Their defense is crap, so we’ll turn that to our advantage.”

      Okay...then what’s the problem?

      It can’t be stats.  Rowan aced the last exam.  Who would have thought a simple game of strip statistics could make such a huge impact?

      It goes to show that with the proper motivation, anything is possible.

      After five minutes of silence, I grab the remote and click off the television.

      Rowan shoots me a questioning look as his brows draw together.  “I thought you wanted to finish the movie?”

      “I’m not into it.”  Anymore.  “We can watch it another time.”

      “All right.”  Interest ignites in his eyes.  “Got something else in mind?”

      A smile curves my lips as I twist in his arms before crawling onto his lap.  “Hopefully it’s something that’ll hold your interest more than the movie.”  I run my fingers through his hair before pressing my lips against his.  “What do you think?”

      “Umm, yeah.”  His voice deepens.  “I can say with a hundred percent assuredness that this will do the trick.”

      “Good.”  I run my tongue across his top lip before giving the same attention to the lower one.  Rowan has an amazing mouth.  Soft and plump.  Perfectly kissable.

      Why did it take so long to acknowledge my attraction to him?

      Now that I’ve given in to the need coursing through me, there’s no going back.

      He groans as I keep up the sweet torture.  Whatever is going on in his mind, I want to banish it.  His cock stiffens beneath his athletic shorts as I grind against him.

      “You’re killing me, Demi.”

      The funny thing is that I’m not just torturing him, I’m doing the same damn thing to myself.  I’ve never felt this way before.  Sure, I’ve always enjoyed sex.  Most of the time it felt good.  A couple of the guys I’ve been with made sure to prime the pump before diving straight in.  But those encounters were always hit or miss.  It hasn’t been that way with Rowan.  He always takes his time to make sure I’m practically begging for it when he slides inside me.

      Sex has dominated my thoughts more in the last month than ever before.  That has everything to do with Rowan and how he makes me feel.  Not only physically, but emotionally.  This relationship is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.  It’s on a whole different level.  A deeper one.  We have so much more in common than I allowed myself to believe.

      And I’m not going to lie—his smoking hot body doesn’t hurt either.  I’m obsessed with running my hands over all those perfectly sculpted muscles.  He’s turned me into a complete hornball.  It’s almost embarrassing.

      My fingers itch to touch him.  Giving in to the need, I grab the hem of his shirt before dragging it over his torso and tossing it to the floor.

      “You have an amazing chest,” I whisper, fingertips gliding over sinewy muscle.

      He tugs at my shirt, quickly divesting me of it.  “Trust me, I’m a real fan of yours, too.”

      My lips lift as he cups my bare breasts.  I arch into his palms, loving the feel of him holding me.  His touch is always reverent.

      “Is Sydney going to be home anytime soon?”

      “Nope.  She and Ethan were planning to hit a party and then spend the night at his place.”  I grin.  “Which means we have the apartment all to ourselves.”

      A matching smile lights up his face.  “Guess I won’t have to muffle your screams of pleasure.”

      “Don’t get cocky.”  I roll my eyes as a punch of heat slams into my cheeks.  “It was one time, all right?”

      “Please, woman,” he grumbles, “it’s a point of pride.  Just let me have it.”

      I chuckle and press my lips against his.  “Fine.  You’re a stud.”

      His eyes narrow.  “Why do I get the feeling you’re placating me?”

      “What?  Me?  No way.”  The moment my fingers settle on his thick length, he thrusts against them.  I’m about to pull the material down when the apartment door crashes open, and loud voices fill the quiet space.

      “If that’s the kind of girl you want, then you can have her!  We’re through!”  There’s a pause before Sydney snaps, “And this time, I mean it!”

      I yelp, my fingers tightening around Rowan’s dick.

      He grunts with a wince.  “Damn girl, I’d like to use that appendage in the future.”

      “Sorry!”  I release him, hands flying to my naked breasts as the apartment is flooded with light.

      Sydney stalks into the tiny living room, grinding to a halt when she spots us on the couch.  Her eyes widen in surprise.  Ethan slams into her back, and she pitches forward a couple of steps.

      “Why did you—”

      His voice falls off as he takes in the sight before him.  The tension filling his face vanishes only to be replaced by one of amusement.  “Oh.”  A chuckle escapes.  “Sorry, man, looks like we’ve interrupted your Friday night.”

      Rowan drags a hand through his hair.  “It’s not a problem.”

      Really?

      I’m perched on his lap.

      Topless.

      This definitely seems like a problem...an embarrassing one.

      Sydney spins around to face her boyfriend.  Or maybe ex-boyfriend.  It changes on the daily and is difficult to keep track of.

      “You should go.  Not only have you ruined my night,” she thrusts a hand in our direction, “but you’ve ruined theirs as well!”

      Ethan’s lips sink into a frown as the humor from moments ago evaporates from his eyes.  He folds his arms across his chest.  “I’m not going anywhere until we hash this out.  As usual, you’re overreacting.”

      Her brows skyrocket into her hairline.

      I almost shake my head.  That’s the wrong thing to say to a girl who is already pissed off.

      “As usual?”  Her voice rises a couple hundred decibels until it could shatter glass.  “What does that mean?”

      You can see the exact moment Ethan realizes the error of his ways as he drags a hand over his face.  “That’s not what I meant,” he mumbles.

      “All right.”  She plants her fists on her hips.  Ethan should quit while he’s already behind.  If he continues, this won’t end well for him.  “What exactly did you mean then?”

      He presses his lips together before throwing a pleading look in our direction as if it’s possible for us to save him from himself.

      Sorry buddy, you’re on your own with this one.

      “We need to get out of here,” Rowan mutters, “before it turns ugly.”

      I glance at my naked breasts which are still shielded by my arms.  “Any ideas as to how we accomplish that?”

      “Yup.”

      Before I can ask any further questions, Rowan wraps his arms around me and rises swiftly to his feet.  I bury my face against the hollow of his neck and hang on for dear life.

      “We’re, ah, gonna give you guys some privacy to talk,” he says by way of explanation for our hasty retreat.

      Let’s hope it’s more talking and less yelling.  Although I wouldn’t lay money on it.

      Neither respond as Rowan moves swiftly toward my bedroom, firmly shutting the door behind him.  Once he settles on my bed, I lift my face to meet his gaze.  A smile curves his lips, and I find my mouth bowing up at the corners.  A chuckle slips free before his shoulders quake, and then we’re both dying of laughter.

      “So,” he says, “you still interested in continuing this or...”

      “Or,” I quickly reply.  “Definitely or.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”
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      Students scatter like rats fleeing a sinking ship as Professor Peters releases us for the day with a reminder that there will be a not-so-pop quiz on Friday.

      Rowan groans, joining the chorus of other less than thrilled students.  I shoot him a smile before elbowing him in the side.  “Oh, come on, you did awesome on the last one.  Pretty soon, you won’t need my help.”

      “Maybe I should consider tanking this quiz on purpose so I can keep getting your special brand of assistance.”  Humor ignites in his voice.

      “Don’t you dare!”  I roll my eyes as a grin simmers at the corners of my lips.  Ever since Rowan and I got together, I’ve been over-the-top, ridiculously happy.  It’s like I’m living in my own real-life version of a Disney movie.  It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if I woke up to woodland creatures singing on my windowsill.  Not even Annica’s snarky comments are enough to bring me down.  Her antics are like that of a pesky fruit fly.  Easily ignored.

      Once our bags are packed up, we head into the crowded corridor.  Rowan snags my fingers as we make our way out of the building.  People call out his name, greeting him as if he’s a celebrity.  I never noticed all the attention he garners.  I was too busy trying to avoid him.  A lot of guys in his position would soak it up as if it were their due and bask in the adoration, but he doesn’t seem to give a damn about the notoriety.  He simply goes about his business as if it’s normal.  The way he handles himself only makes me fall harder for him.  He’s nothing like what I assumed.  Or maybe what I talked myself into believing.

      Thank goodness he never gave up on me.  I would have missed out on getting to know a great guy as well as a meaningful relationship.

      Rowan holds open the door as we step into the bright autumn sunshine.  There’s a hint of crispness to the air as the breeze wafts over us.  As much as I love summer, sweater weather is my favorite time of year.

      “Want to grab a coffee before your next class?”

      See how well he knows me?

      I shoot him a grateful look.  “You read my mind.  I’m dying for a Frappuccino.”  My next class is even more boring than stats.   Imagine that if you can.  I’m going to need all the caffeinated help I can get to make it through the morning.

      We’re not more than a few steps down the cement walkway when Rowan’s name is shouted.  I glance around, not immediately spotting the individual.  Rowan’s fingers stiffen as he picks up his pace.  He must not realize someone is trying to grab his attention.  If he did, he’d stop.  He’s always so gracious when fans want to talk about football or snap a selfie with him.

      I shrug it off as we make our way along the path.

      “Hey, Rowan Michaels!”

      This time, the name booms over the crowd.  Several people crane their necks, glancing at us before searching the surrounding vicinity.  When Rowan’s fingers bite into mine, I wince, flicking my gaze to him.  I’m surprised to find that his expression is pinched.  Even under the bright sun filtering down, his skin tone has turned ashen.  He looks moments away from being sick.

      “Rowan,” I murmur, “you’re hurting me.”

      “Sorry.”  He immediately releases my fingers as we grind to a halt.

      I peer around, trying to find the person shouting his name.  After a moment of combing the throng, my gaze lands on a man pushing his way through student traffic in an attempt to reach us.  I’m not sure who I was expecting, but it wasn’t an older dude who looks to be in his late forties or maybe early fifties.  It’s difficult to tell with the ball cap pulled low over his eyes.  From what I can see, his face is creased with lines.  He doesn’t strike me as someone who works for the university.  His appearance is a little too...rough.

      Unease slithers down my spine as my gaze stays pinned to the guy walking toward us.  For reasons I don’t understand, I’m afraid to take my eyes off him.  As if he’s a predator I need to be cautious of, which is strange; we’re in the middle of campus, there are swarms of students, and it’s broad daylight.  Nothing is going to happen.  But still...there’s this little buzz at the back of my brain screaming—danger!  No matter how hard I try, I can’t shake the disconcerting sensation.

      Even though we’re standing side by side, I edge closer, needing the comfort of his body next to mine.  “Do you know him?”

      Rowan watches the older man carefully as if he too, senses that something is off.  It only reinforces my initial feeling of concern.

      Instead of answering the question, he mutters, “Why don’t you grab your coffee, and I’ll catch up to you in a couple of minutes.”

      And leave him alone with this strange dude?

      No way.  Not that I’ll be any help if this situation turns sideways, but still...I refuse to leave Rowan’s side.

      “I’ll skip the coffee, it’s not a big deal.”

      “Demi—”

      A strange urgency fills his voice.  Rowan doesn’t get a chance to bite out anything more before the guy following us stops a few feet from where we stand.

      His pale blue gaze bounces between the two of us before fastening on Rowan.  “I was afraid you didn’t hear me.”

      A crack of anger flashes across Rowan’s face before it’s tucked away behind a steely mask.  “Sorry, there’s a lot of noise.”

      I’m not sure who this guy is or what he wants, but I know Rowan isn’t telling the truth.  The moment he heard this man’s voice, his fingers tightened almost painfully around mine.  His entire demeanor changed, becoming more anxious.  As those thoughts circle through my head, I realize that Rowan must know him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The older man shrugs as his lips twist into a thin smile.  “Just thought I’d swing by campus and check the place out.”  There’s a beat of awkward silence.  “It’s not like you’ve returned my calls.”

      That statement only confirms my suspicions.  They definitely know one another.  But how?

      Rowan’s jaw locks.  A mixture of nerves and anger vibrate off him in suffocating waves.

      Who is this guy?

      When it becomes apparent that neither will fill me in, I step forward and thrust out my hand.  “Hello, I’m Demi.”  I hesitate before tacking on, “Rowan’s girlfriend.”

      The man’s piercing gaze flicks to me before sliding over my body in an assessing manner that makes me feel as if I’ve been stripped bare.  Another bolt of unease shoots through me when his rough skin comes in contact with mine.

      “Girlfriend, huh?”  His brows rise under the brim of his hat.  “Seems like you’re doing pretty well for yourself, huh, Row?”

      Row.  With the exception of my father, no one else calls him that.

      “Who are—”

      “Demi,” Rowan cuts me off before I can spit out the rest, “why don’t you head to class, and I’ll meet up with you later.”

      A fresh wave of tension rolls through me as my narrowed gaze bounces between the two men.  Now that I’ve had time to study them side-by-side, I realize there’s a likeness between them.  They have the same sharp cheekbones and straight nose.  Rowan is taller by a handful of inches, but they both have the same broad set of shoulders.

      Is it possible they’re related?

      It’s an unsettling thought.

      “Umm...”  It’s on the tip of my tongue to argue.  Even if they are family, I’m still loath to leave Rowan alone with this guy.  The hair at the back of my neck prickles with unease.

      “Demi,” his voice drops, “please.”

      I’m unsure what to do.  If Rowan wants me to take off, I should go.  But still...

      My instincts are screaming for me to stay.

      “Demi,” he growls, impatience simmering in his voice.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’ll catch up with you after your next class.”

      “Fine.”  My focus shifts from Rowan to the man silently watching our exchange with amusement.  I don’t like it.  Not one damn bit.  It’s as if he’s won some sort of game.  This entire interaction can only be chalked up as bizarre.

      For a split second, I consider brushing a kiss across his lips, but don’t want to do that with this stranger looking on.  Instead, I give a hesitant wave before taking off.  Rowan’s expression turns to one of relief as I step away—which is odd.  He’s never happy when we part ways, and he always tugs me in for a kiss.  Even when we’re in public.  Rowan has turned out to be surprisingly affectionate.  I can’t say that I don’t love it.

      “Bye.”

      Rowan gives me an abrupt nod, only meeting my gaze for a moment before his attention shifts back to the man.

      It’s almost difficult to turn my back on him and walk away, but it’s obvious he doesn’t want me to stick around.  When I’m about twenty feet away, I glance over my shoulder and catch a glimpse of the thunderous expression on Rowan’s face.

      I don’t know what this is about, but I’m going to figure it out.

      One way or another.
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      Relief pumps through me as Demi takes off.  I know she was hesitant to leave and wanted to argue but thankfully changed her mind at the last minute.  I don’t want her anywhere near my father.  And I sure as shit don’t want him sniffing around her either.  If I had my way, he wouldn’t even know she existed.

      Unfortunately, it’s too damn late for that.  He’s already sizing her up and assessing the situation.  If he can use her to squeeze me, he’ll do it in a heartbeat.  It doesn’t matter if I’m his own flesh and blood.

      He cocks his head and watches her walk away.  “Pretty girl you got there.”

      “Don’t talk about her,” I growl, taking a step closer and forcing his gaze to me.

      “What?” he says with a chuckle.  “You’re a chip off the old block when it comes to the ladies.”

      That thought fills me with revulsion.  I don’t want to be like him in any regard.  I’ve done my best to be the polar opposite.  I try to live my life with integrity and discipline.  My father knows nothing about that.  He’s always taken the easy way out instead of working hard for what he wants.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”  My jaw is clenched so tightly that it aches.

      A smug smile simmers around the corners of his lips.  I’m so tempted to punch it off his face.  I have to keep my arms locked at my sides in order to not give in to the impulse.  I’m much too cognizant of the audience that surrounds us.  Even now, people are calling out greetings and waving.  Whatever I do will spread through campus like wildfire.  I’m sure that’s why he chose such a public place to ambush me.  My father might be a lazy piece of shit, but he’s not stupid.

      He jerks his shoulders as if he doesn’t understand why I’m upset when in reality, this is all a game, more like a warning.  He’s not afraid to insert himself where he doesn’t belong.  And he wants me to understand it.  “Like I said before, you haven’t been answering my calls.”

      “That’s because we have nothing to talk about,” I snap with frustration.  “You asked me for money,” more like demanded it, “and I gave you everything I had.  We agreed you wouldn’t contact me again.”

      “Hmmm.  Is that what we decided?”  He purses his lips all the while pretending to look thoughtful.  “I can’t remember.”

      A growl explodes from my lips as I propel myself forward, eating up a chunk of distance between us.  I’m so damn tempted to strangle the life out of him and put us both out of our misery.

      As soon as the thought pops into my head, I rein myself back in.  I won’t allow him to crawl under my skin and burrow there.  That’s exactly what he’s trying to do.  Drag me down to his level, and I won’t allow him to fuck with me or my destiny.

      “You know damn well what—”

      “Hey, Michaels,” a voice calls out, interrupting our terse conversation, “do we have film review at three?”

      I flick my gaze in Brayden’s direction and give him a tight smile.  “Yup.”

      He points toward the student union.  “You interested in grabbing an early lunch?”

      “Nah.”  I shake my head.  “Can’t.  I’ve got class.”

      His focus shifts to my father.  Curiosity fills his eyes.  Before he can ask any more questions, I say, “I’ll catch you at three.”

      He jerks his head into a nod and takes the hint.  “Yup.  Later.”

      Relief escapes from my lungs as he leaves.  People continue to walk past and stare.  A few girls giggle and wave when I catch their gaze.  I really need to take this conversation someplace a little less public.

      “Not sure why you would tie yourself down when the pussy is so plentiful around here,” my father says with a leer as he watches the girls walk away.  “Goddamn, son.  You must be drowning in it.  Makes me realize how much we’ve done for you.”

      My jaw drops to the ground.

      Is he fucking delusional?

      Rage claws at my insides, searching for an escape.

      “I told you before,” I mutter, not wanting to be overheard, “I don’t have anything else to give.”

      “Well,” he jerks his shoulders and raises his hands as if it can’t be helped, “that’s gonna be a problem.”  He pulls off his ball cap and scratches his head.  “Who would have thought everything would be so damn expensive?  A grand doesn’t stretch nearly as far as it used to.  I’m going to need a little extra to help get me on my feet.”

      “There’s nothing more I can do.”

      He purses his lips and glances around the tree-lined campus.  “You got a nice set up going here.”  His hardened gaze flicks to me.  “I would hate for anything to ruin it.”

      I gulp down the rising nausea before it has a chance to explode from my lips.  It might be a vague threat, but it’s one to take seriously.  He doesn’t care about making problems for me.  He’s always been a selfish bastard.  Clearly, nothing has changed in that regard.

      “I’m cash strapped,” I repeat.  If I give him anything more from my savings, I don’t know how I’ll support myself for the rest of the academic year.  I still need to eat and pay rent.  Now that I’m no longer living in the dorms, scholarship money doesn’t cover off-campus housing.  Although, with the number of guys I share a place with, it’s cheaper than the student residence halls.

      “Maybe you can get a loan.  It’s not like you won’t be making millions next year.  You’re a good investment.”  His eyes light up, warming to the idea.  “In fact, I got a couple of associates who would loan you some money at a fair price.”

      Loan sharks.

      He wants me to take money from guys he got in the hole with.  There’s no damn way I can get involved with people like that.

      “Well, you better figure it out.  I’m almost out of cash, and your mother doesn’t bring in much.”

      “Maybe you’re the one who needs to get a job.”  The bitterness shoots from my mouth before I can think better of it.

      He would much rather sit on his ass and take money from his wife and kid than actually do something to change his situation.  I wish he would get the hell out of our lives and leave us alone once and for all.  But he won’t.  As long as he sees a way to squeeze us for money, he’ll stick around.  I see it in his eyes.  And right now, I’m a cash cow for him.

      Anger snaps in his dull blue eyes as he straightens.  “What?  You too good to help out your old man?  After everything I’ve done for you?”

      Done for me?

      What a joke.  The best thing he ever did was get sent to prison.  Too fucking bad he couldn’t have stayed locked up behind bars where he belongs.

      And now he’s back.

      To ruin my life.

      When I remain silent, lost in those depressing thoughts, he steps toward me and smacks my shoulder.  “Get me a couple of hundred bucks by the end of the week.  That should hold me over for the time being.  But you’re gonna have to figure something out, kid.  Maybe talk to that fancy agent you got and see if he can slip you something.”  Then he says what I’ve been dreading but know deep in my soul is the truth.  “I ain’t going away.”

      He's right about that.

      He’ll never go away.

      He’ll continue to suck off me until I die.

      For the first time in a decade, I feel hopelessness rush through me, filling up every space inside as it threatens to suck me under.
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      “I’m not going to lie, North Carolina will be a tough one, but we’re prepared.  They have a powerhouse of a defensive line.  As long as our guys give you a pocket to do your thing, we’ll be good.”

      Coach’s voice barely penetrates the thick haze clouding my thoughts.  I startle when he jumps to his feet before clapping his hands and pointing to his daughter on the field.  “Way to go, honey!  Keep up the pressure!”

      I follow suit and refocus my attention on the game.  Demi is in her zone today, kicking ass and taking names.  If there’s action on the field, she’s involved in it.  There’s only been a handful of times when she’s come out for a break and that was to guzzle down water before her coach sent her right back in.  My heart swells with more love than I ever imagined possible.  As soon as that realization enters my mind, my breath hitches, and everything inside me goes eerily silent.

      I don’t bother trying to convince myself those thoughts aren’t true.  That’s exactly the way I feel about her.

      My gaze stays pinned to Demi as she races toward their opponent’s goal.  She is so single-minded and determined.  I’ve never met anyone who has so much heart for the game.  How could I not fall for a girl with so much passion burning inside her?

      Now that I’ve gotten to know Demi on a deeper level, the feelings that have always been simmering beneath the surface have taken root.  All I want to do is wrap her up in my arms and protect her.  Not that she needs me to do that.  Demi is more than capable of fighting her own battles.

      Everything would be perfect if not for my father’s unwanted presence.  Even the idea of him is enough to make me feel like there is a thousand-pound weight sitting on my chest, crushing the very life out of me.  He won’t be happy until he sucks me dry like an emotional vampire.  And there is nothing I can do to get rid of him.  There’s not enough money in the world to satiate him.

      Those thoughts have me dragging a hand over my face.

      What the hell am I going to do?

      I glance at the man next to me.  As close as we are, he has no idea what I’m struggling with.  Coach has helped me in so many ways.  Am I really going to repay all that by bringing my ex-con of a father into his life?

      Into his daughter’s life?

      There’s no way I can do that to either of them.  I need to keep Scott Michaels as far away from Demi as possible.

      “Rowan?”  There’s a pause.  “Have you heard one damn word I’ve said?”

      I snap to attention and glance at Coach.  “Yeah, sorry.  Just thinking about the game on Saturday.”

      His large hand drops onto my shoulder, and he gives it a squeeze.  “Now’s not the time to get in your head.”

      Even though we’re talking about different things, it’s much too late for that.

      “Is there something else going on?”  He searches my face.  “You’re not acting like yourself.”

      Fuck.

      As much as it pains me to lie to Coach, there’s no way I can tell him the truth.  I can’t drag him into my shit.  That’s exactly what this situation is—a shit sandwich I’ll have to swallow down on my own, one disgusting bite at a time.

      “Nope, it’s all good.  I’m going over everything in my head and hoping Kendricks catches what I throw his way.”

      He flashes me a grin.  “You two are solid this season.  No reason to think it won’t continue.”

      He’s right.  Brayden and I are in the zone.  It’s like he can’t not catch what I throw.  We’ve totally gelled on the field.  He seems to move into position before the ball explodes from my hand.  I’m going to miss him next year.

      I glance at the man beside me.  Out of everyone on the team, he’s the one I’ll miss most.  Nick Richards has been like a father to me since he strode into my life the summer before ninth grade.  There’s no way I would be where I am today without his guiding hand.  Unbeknownst to him, he stepped in and filled the gaping hole my father never could.  He’s always led by example, demonstrating how to be a man.  He’s taught me invaluable life lessons along the way.  Ones that I will carry with me forever.

      How do you repay the one person who has altered the course of your life and made you a better human being?

      I’ll tell you what you don’t do—you sure as shit don’t bring your deadbeat father around him or his daughter.

      The air held captive in my lungs burns as I release it back into the world and watch Demi race up the field before scoring her third goal of the game.  That girl is unstoppable.  She’s a force of nature to be reckoned with.  The two of us jump to our feet and clap our hands.  He sticks his fingers between his lips and lets out a loud whistle.  A few other spectators blow air horns.  Sure, women’s soccer doesn’t bring in the same kind of fanatic crowd that football does, but there are still a good number of fans filling the soccer arena.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes, watching the fast-paced action on the field before Coach says, “I think she has a damn good chance of getting picked up by the NWSL.  A few scouts have contacted her, expressing interest.”

      That would be amazing for Demi.  She’s talked about playing professional soccer, but I also know that she’s not pinning her hopes on it either.  She has a backup plan in mind.  My girl is so damn smart.

      She’s as talented as she is beautiful.

      Demi Richards is the total package.

      The girl of my dreams.

      Which is exactly why I won’t be the one who stands in her way.  I won’t allow my past to alter her future.  My heart lurches as the realization of what I need to do sinks inside me like a boulder.  I spent all these years trying to get close to Demi and now that she’s mine, I have to let her go.

      She deserves the best, and I’m not it.

      When the buzzer sounds, signaling the end of the game, I blink back to the present.  The Wildcats have pulled off their third win in a row.  This was the most challenging team they’ve taken on this season.  A few players surround Demi, hugging her before they line up and congratulate the other team on a good game.

      Demi’s gaze seeks mine out in the crowd of spectators before she flashes me a grin.  That one smile is enough to have everything stilling inside me.

      How the hell am I going to cut this girl loose?

      Not only will I break her heart, I’ll shatter my own in the process.
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      Tonight’s the night.

      I’m going to tell Rowan what’s in my heart.  The feelings that have taken root inside me have come on so hard and fast.  It’s almost enough to make my head spin.  In the beginning, I held them in because I wanted to be sure they were real.  Over the last couple of weeks, they’ve managed to multiply, growing out of control and intensifying rapidly.  Now that I’ve come to terms with my own emotions, I don’t see a reason to hold them inside any longer.  I want Rowan to know how much he means to me.

      This is a massive step.  I’ve never told anyone other than my parents that I love them.  It’s as thrilling as it is scary.

      The plan for tonight is to meet up at a party.  The Wildcats won this afternoon’s football game, and everyone will be out celebrating like their lives depend on it.  It’s kind of cool that we both won our respective games this week.  How often does something like that happen?  Adding to the celebratory mood is Rowan’s statistics grade.  It’s sitting at a solid B.  He’s worked so hard to get it there.  We both deserve to relax and have some fun tonight.

      There’s a light knock against my bedroom door.  Before I can call out a response, Sydney pushes it open and pokes her head inside.

      Her gaze roves over me as I hold out my arms and do a little twirl.  “What do you think?”

      “That you look hot, and you’ll definitely be getting laid this evening.”

      My lips quirk as a gurgle of laughter breaks loose.  “I certainly hope so.”   I haven’t been able to spend much time with Rowan this week.  We’ve both been busy, and I’ve noticed that he’s been a little preoccupied.  Now that today’s game is won, I think he’ll loosen up.  If not, I’ll have to get him there, and I know exactly how to do that.

      Sydney grins and takes another step inside the room.  “I wasn’t kidding, girl.  You look seriously hot.”  She raises a brow.  “Special occasion?”

      A flutter of nerves wing their way to life inside the pit of my belly.  I chew my lower lip before shrugging.  “Just want to look nice.”

      “Mission accomplished.  Rowan won’t be able to keep his hands off you.”

      That would happen regardless.  But this sexy little skirt and cleavage-baring top should clinch the deal.  I glance at the mirror and scrutinize my reflection before turning one way and then the other to get a better look at my ass.  I’ve never felt so far out of my comfort zone.  I’m almost tempted to tear the clothing from my body and throw on a comfy sweater and a pair of well-worn jeans.

      Needing to get my mind off how momentous tonight feels, I say, “You never told me what happened with Ethan.”  Which, now that I think about it, is odd.  Usually, Sydney gives me a blow-by-blow of their relationship status.  She’s the queen of oversharing.

      “We’re still broken up.”

      I meet her gaze in the full-length mirror.  It’s been a week.  Their usual pattern is to work everything out within a couple of days.  So, this is odd.  I twirl around to search her face.  “I’m sorry.  Do you think you’ll get back together again?”

      She jerks her slender shoulders as a wave of sadness crashes over her features.  “I think we’re both tired of the drama.  It’s become soul-sucking, and I don’t have the energy for it anymore.”

      Holy shit.  This is the first time I’ve heard her say that.  Sydney had crushed on Ethan all last year, and when they finally got together this summer, it seemed like they were really happy.

      At first.

      And then the bickering started, followed by the constant whirlwind of breakups and makeups.  It was exhausting, and I was the one sitting on the sidelines.

      “Wow.”  I have to admit that I’m shocked by the sudden turn of events.  Although...let’s see if it sticks.  Those two are like magnets.  They’re either pulling at each other or forcing the other away.

      “I know.”  She nods, understanding my reaction.  “I think it’ll be good to be on my own for a while.”

      Woah.  Talk about another curveball.  Sydney has been a serial dater since I met her.  She hops from one guy to the next without blinking her eyes.  I rack my brain, trying to figure out if I’ve ever known a single Sydney.  This will be a first.

      “I agree.  It almost sounds like,” I pause for a moment, “you’re making a mature decision.”

      Laughter bubbles up in her throat.  “I know, right?”  It doesn’t take long before she sobers again.  “I really do like Ethan...” her voice trails off, and her brow furrows as if she’s trying to work out a complicated math equation in her head.

      “But?” I prompt when she remains silent.

      She blinks, and her gaze refocuses on me.  “I don’t think we’re very good together.”

      That is the understatement of the year.  And the thing is, they’re great people on their own, just not as a couple.  For reasons I don’t understand, they bring out the worst in each other.

      With any luck, the breakup will stick this time.

      “I really am sorry.”  Even when you’re the one making the decision to walk away, the demise of a relationship is still painful.  “Are you sure about going out tonight?  We could always chill here.  Rent a few movies, order pizza, and dive headfirst into cartons of chocolate ice cream.  You know, all the things that are supposed to help you move on.”

      She snorts before shaking her head.  “No, I need to get out and get my mind off of it.  If I sit at home, all I’ll do is mope and eat.  It’ll turn into an ugly cycle.”  She pats her behind.  “My ass can’t take that.”

      “Please.”  I roll my eyes.  “Your ass is amazing.”

      She waves a hand in my direction.  “Plus, you’re dressed to slay.  There’s no way in hell we’re wasting that.”

      As much as I want to see Rowan tonight, if Sydney needed to stay in, I’d do it in a heartbeat.  She’s always stood staunchly by my side.  How could I not be there for her in her moment of need?

      “Are you absolutely sure?”  I search her gaze.  “I don’t mind.”

      “Nope, it’s all good.”  She heads for the door.  “Let me throw on something party-appropriate, and we can hit the road.  I’m sure Rowan has already texted you half a dozen times, wondering where you’re at.”

      My brows draw together as I glance at my cell on the nightstand.  It’s been strangely silent for the last couple of hours.  No chirping or dinging to speak of.  I swipe it from the small table and glance at the dark screen.  Rowan hasn’t texted or called at all today.  I’m the one who reached out earlier to firm up our plans, and his reply was abnormally brief.

      I stare at my phone as a kernel of unease settles in the pit of my belly before quickly pushing it away.

      What am I worrying about?

      So what if he hasn’t checked-in?

      Just because we’re going out doesn’t mean we’re attached at the hip.  Even when I’m in a relationship, I’ve always maintained my independence.  I’ve never been one of those girls who loses themselves in a guy.  And I don’t want to start now.  It takes effort to shake away the concern that has taken root inside my brain.  As soon as I see him, everything will fall back into place.

      I add a little bit of coppery eyeshadow and shimmery lip gloss before checking myself out one last time in the mirror.  Normally, I throw my hair up into a ponytail because it’s easy.  I’m all about low maintenance.  But tonight, I’ve straight ironed my long lengths, so they fall down my back in a shiny dark curtain.

      Even I have to admit that I’m looking pretty damn good.  Sydney’s right—I am so getting laid tonight.

      Twenty minutes later, we walk arm in arm up the front steps of the house that Rowan shares with a bunch of guys from the football team.  Sydney has pulled out all the stops.  Her long blond hair has been curled and falls in soft waves around her shoulders.  She’s wearing a dark green shirt that hugs her curves and makes her emerald-colored eyes pop.  The short denim skirt barely covers her ass as the black leather boots stretch over her calves.

      She commented earlier that I looked smoking hot.  Well, she doesn’t look so shabby herself.  I wouldn’t be surprised if she leaves the party with someone.  Just as long as it’s not Ethan.  Everything she admitted earlier rings true.  It would be best for all involved if they went their separate ways.

      “This place is packed,” Sydney shouts in my ear, in an attempt to be heard over the pumping music that emanates from inside the house.

      It’s like everyone and their mother showed up to help the Wildcats celebrate another victory.  So far, they’re ranked number one in their conference.  If the team keeps playing this well, they’ll take home another championship.  It would be the perfect way for Rowan and the rest of the seniors to end their college football careers.  I hope the soccer team can do the same.  Unlike Rowan, I have no idea if I’ll go on to play professional sports.  My athletic career might be over at the end of this season.  It’s a depressing thought, but one I’ve been preparing myself for.

      One of the freshman football players loiters outside on the front porch, manning the door.  Guess we know who drew the short straw this evening.  He straightens to his full height as his drunk gaze crawls over Sydney.  She’s got the girls out on full display this evening, and this guy has definitely taken notice.  I recognize him but don’t remember his name.  Barely is he able to rip his gaze away from my bestie long enough to glance at me.  Sydney has that effect on the male sex.  After three years of friendship, I’m used to it.

      Before I can interrupt his intense perusal, a voice shatters the moment.

      “Let them in, Sausage.  Don’t you recognize Coach’s daughter?”

      Sausage?

      That’s an odd nickname.  Let’s hope that’s all it is.  If not, it’s a bummer of a first name.

      My gaze slices to the tall, dark-haired football player.  At the sound of Brayden’s voice, Sydney stiffens.  If I weren’t standing so close to her, I would have probably missed the reaction.

      “Hi, Bray,” I say with a wave.

      He gives me a chin lift in greeting before his attention deviates to my roommate.  A sexy smile lifts his lips as he takes his sweet damn time eyeing her up and down.  “Looking good, Sydney.”

      It's a well-known fact around campus that Brayden is a huge flirt.  And Sydney can be just as friendly.  Her normal reaction to a guy checking her out is to turn up the wattage of her charm.  So, you can imagine my surprise when she does the opposite and bares her teeth before growling like a feral animal.

      What the hell?

      She only reinforces the depth of her disdain when she adds in a none too polite tone, “Bite me, Kendricks.”

      His smile turns into more of a full-blown smirk.  “Is that an invitation, sweetheart?  I think we both know that I’d like to do more than bite.”  He takes his gaze off her long enough to glance around.  “Where’s the boyfriend?”

      “He’ll be here shortly,” she snaps.  “Now go away.”

      My wide gaze bounces between them as I try to figure out what’s going on.  There’s a strange combustible energy sizzling in the air.  It’s practically choking me alive.

      Sydney and Brayden know each other.  But not that well.  Certainly not well enough for Sydney to want to rip his throat out.  Which is exactly how she looks at the moment.

      He ignores the last comment and focuses on the first.  “That’s too bad.”

      With a snort, she attempts to push past him.  But Brayden has other ideas.  Before Sydney is able to make a clean getaway, he grabs her upper arm and drags her close.  Then he whispers something in her ear.  There’s no way to hear what’s being said.  My brows shoot up when Sydney rips her arm away, practically hisses, and leaves him in her dust.  Amusement lights up his face as if that’s exactly the reaction he was going for.

      As tempted as I am to give Brayden the third degree, there’s no time.  I don’t want to lose Sydney in this crowd.  I send him a quizzical look before hurrying after my friend.  It takes approximately thirty seconds to catch up to her.  She finally slows her pace when I tug on her arm.

      “What was that all about?” I shout over the music.

      Tension vibrates off her in heavy suffocating waves.  She jerks her shoulders before attempting to smooth out her features.  It’s not a battle she’s going to win.  “Umm, what are you talking about?”

      A chuckle of disbelief slides from my lips as I jerk my thumb toward the front door, and the guy she couldn’t get away from fast enough.  “What’s the deal with Brayden?  Is there a problem?”

      “Not really,” she grunts, pressing her lips into a tight line.

      “Not really?”

      A beat of silence passes before she grumbles, “It’s nothing.”  She huffs and glances away.  “We have a class together, and we’ve been partnered up for a project.”  Another scowl moves across her pretty features.  “Do you have any idea what a conceited jackass the guy is?”

      Ummm...no?  I shake my head.

      Her brows jerk up.  “Really?  I can’t stand him.”

      Brayden is many things, but I never thought he was an arrogant jerk.  Is he a player?  Guilty as charged.  But there’s a lot of them at Western.  That being said, he’s always struck me as a nice guy.  One who likes to sleep around.  The last time I checked, that wasn’t a crime.  It’s more or less something to be wary of.

      I tilt my head, searching her gaze carefully in the darkness.  She definitely has a burr up her ass.  Although I’m not sure what it is.  “Did something happen between you two?”

      Guilt flickers across her face before it vanishes, making me wonder if I glimpsed it in the first place.  “Of course not.”

      “Hmmm.”  Strangely enough, I don’t believe her.  But then again, Sydney has never lied to me.  She’s always been an open book about what’s going on in her life.  Sometimes a little too open.

      Before I can come at her with anymore questions, she points toward the living room.  “I think I see your man.”

      Rowan!

      A fresh burst of nerves explodes inside me and, just like that, I forget all about the weird interaction with Brayden.  This is it.  It’s do or die time.  I follow behind her as she blazes a trail through clumps of people before grinding to an abrupt halt.  Unprepared for the sudden stop, I slam into Sydney’s back.  She stumbles forward a couple of steps before swinging around.

      There’s a grimness to her expression that catches me off guard.  “Let’s detour to the kitchen and grab a couple of drinks first.”

      “What?”  Confusion spirals through me at the abrupt change in plans.  “I thought you spotted Rowan.”

      Her gaze darts around before flitting toward me again.  “Drinks first, then we’ll find him.”

      Sydney has always been something of a wildcard, but this behavior doesn’t quite fit the pattern.  The unease I’d felt earlier this evening slams back into me full force.

      “What’s going on?”  I try to peek around her, but she quickly shifts to block my line of sight.

      What the hell?

      “Trust me, all right?”  Her voice rises.  “Let’s grab a drink instead.”

      Wait a minute...is Sydney trying to prevent me from seeing something in the living room?

      Why would she do that?

      Only one reason comes to mind.  I need to see if my suspicions are correct.  I fake a move to the left.  When she attempts to sidestep me, I lunge to the right.  The moment Sydney is no longer shielding my view, my gaze lands on him.

      Or maybe I should say them.

      All of the oxygen gets sucked from the room as paralysis sets in.  My feet freeze to the floor, rendering me incapable of movement.

      A tentative hand lands on my shoulder.  “Demi—”

      I blink away the shock and wait for the image to shimmer and disappear as if it’s a figment of my imagination, but it remains solid.  My heartbeat thunders in my ears, drowning out the loud music as I try to make sense of the scene unfolding in front of me.  There’s no mistaking Annica.  Her body is pressed against Rowan.  Her head is tipped back, a cascade of auburn-colored hair falling down her back as she grins up at him.

      What bothers me most is the way he’s smiling at her.  His arm is wrapped loosely around her body.  He’s certainly not making any attempt to push her away.  In fact, he looks to be enjoying the attention.

      I don’t understand.

      It feels like my lungs will burst when he glances over, and our gazes collide.  I expect the easygoing smile he always flashes at me to cross his expression.  Something that will tell me I’ve jumped to the wrong conclusion, and this isn’t what it looks like.  But his face never transforms.  It remains strangely devoid of emotion.

      “You need to talk to him and figure out what the hell he’s doing with that viper.”  Anger bleeds through every whipped-out word.

      A gurgle of laughter rises in my throat.

      Talk to him?

      There’s no way in hell I’m going to stomp over there and get into a wicked fight with a captive audience watching.  Especially when the girl he’s with is none other than my nemesis.  He’s well aware of the problems we’ve had.  Clearly, there’s nothing for us to talk about.  The fact that he’s staring at me, making no attempt to untangle himself from her, speaks volumes.

      Decision made, I straighten my shoulders and spin around before stalking toward the front door.  The beginning of this relationship caught me by surprise and turned my world upside down.

      It seems like the end, unfortunately, has done very much the same.
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      As soon as Demi disappears through the crowd, I push Annica away.  I’ve never felt so sick to my stomach.  Every instinct is screaming at me to run after the only girl I’ve ever cared about and apologize for causing her even an ounce of pain.

      That had never been my intention.

      All right, so maybe it was.

      What’s become clear over the last couple of days is that I needed a clean break from Demi.  If our relationship had lingered even for a day or two, there was the distinct possibility I wouldn’t have been able to go through with the breakup.  I couldn’t allow that to happen.  There’s no way I could permit Demi to get sucked into my bullshit.  I’d assumed that once my father had been sent to prison, I would be free of him, but that hasn’t turned out to be the case.  He’ll continue to suck off me like a leech, and nothing short of death will ever get rid of him.  He soils and destroys everything he comes in contact with.  I only have to look at my mom to see the truth of that.  I don’t want him anywhere near Demi.

      In the end, cutting her loose was the only way to protect her.  No matter how much pain it causes me.  She might not realize it right now, but I’m doing her a massive favor.

      “Hey,” Annica stares up at me with lust-filled eyes, “I thought we were going to hookup.”

      Thankfully, she has no idea Demi saw us together.  I’m sure this girl would only use it as another way to inflict pain on her teammate.  “Sorry, not tonight.”

      Or, more than likely, ever.

      Her smile turns seductive.  As if she’s used to getting what she wants from the opposite sex.  “Are you sure about that?”  When she reaches out to trail her fingers over my chest, she’s yanked away.

      “Ow,” the redhead howls as Sydney buries one hand in her hair, dragging her back a few steps.  “Get off me!”

      The blonde gives her a vicious shake.  “Someone needs to put you in your place, and if Demi won’t do it, then I sure as hell will!”

      Annica winces, her lips twisting into a snarl as she tries to free herself.  “Let me go, you crazy bitch!”

      “You have no idea how crazy I can be, but you’re about to find out!  You should know better.  You mess with my girl, you mess with me!”

      As I consider jumping between them, arms wrap around Sydney from behind.  The blonde struggles, attempting to fight her way free.  Annica screams again as her head is jerked one way and then another.  Brayden whispers something in Sydney’s ear before her body goes limp, and she reluctantly releases the other girl.

      “You fucking psycho!”  With a glare, Annica lurches a few steps before righting herself.  One hand goes to the back of her head to gingerly rub at the spot.  “I think you pulled some of my hair out!”  Her lips curl.  “You’re as talentless as your stupid friend!”

      The insult renews Sydney’s fight.  It’s like a light switch being flipped as she tries to break free from the tight grip Brayden has on her wiggling body.

      “Get the hell out of here,” Brayden barks to Annica, “before I let her loose.  I doubt that’s something you want to happen.”

      Annica’s eyes widen before narrowing.  Without another word, she swings away, shoving through the crowd.  If she’s got any brains whatsoever, she’ll leave the party.  My gaze slides to Sydney with renewed appreciation.  That girl is definitely a fighter.  I’m not going to lie, I’m kind of frightened.

      I glance at Brayden who still has Sydney held captive in his arms.

      “You can let go now,” she growls, attempting another escape.

      “You sure about that, killer?” Brayden asks with a grin.  He doesn’t seem to be in any hurry to turn her loose.  A moment later, Sydney drives her elbow into his ribs, and he releases her with a grunt.  “Fine,” he chuckles, “have it your way.”

      Sydney takes a moment to straighten her clothes before turning and shooting him a withering glare.  I’m almost surprised when his balls don’t shrivel up and fall off his body.  Then she swings around.

      Sparks of fury flash in her green eyes as she advances, shoving the palms of her hands against my chest.  “What the hell were you doing with that viper?  Actually, a better question would be—what the hell are you doing with any girl?”

      Brayden’s brows jerk up as something hardens in his eyes.  “Were you fucking around on Coach’s daughter?”

      I glower at my wide receiver.  Like I need shit from him?  He needs to stay the hell out of my business.  “I wasn’t fucking around on anybody.”

      “That’s not the way it looked to me.  And more importantly,” Sydney snaps, “that’s not how it appeared to Demi.”

      I jerk my shoulders and attempt to lock down all the turbulent emotions fighting to break free under the surface.  “It doesn’t matter what it looked like.  I did what needed to be done.”

      She plants her fists on her hips before tilting her head.  “And why exactly did you need to hurt her?”

      I drag a hand through my hair and shoot Brayden a pleading look.  I shouldn’t have to explain myself to Demi’s friend.  When Bray cocks a brow as if also waiting for an answer, I realize that he won’t be any help whatsoever.

      Fucker.

      “It wasn’t going to work out in the long run.  Better to pull the plug now than down the road when we’re both invested.”

      Disgust fills Sydney’s expression as her upper lip curls.  “I can’t believe how wrong I was about you.”  She jabs a finger into my chest.  “Congratulations, you’re no better than that asshat Justin.”

      The comparison stings.  As much as I want to reveal the reason it was necessary to cut Demi loose, the truth stays trapped behind my teeth where it belongs.

      When I remain silent, she stalks away without another word to either of us.

      I stare after her retreating figure for a long moment, torn between ending this charade and letting it die a long slow death.  I knew this would be painful, but I never imagined it would hurt this much.  It’s almost as if I’ve severed a limb.  I get the feeling that the phantom pain will stay with me for the rest of my life.

      When Brayden clears his throat, my gaze jerks to him.

      “I’ve known you for more than three years, and my guess is that you’ve always had a thing for that girl.”  He searches my eyes as if he’s able to inspect everything I’m hiding inside.  “I’m not sure why you purposefully jacked up this relationship, but I sure as hell hope for your sake you made the right decision.”

      Yeah...that makes two of us.
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      Dad and I sit quietly at the kitchen table as I use my fork to pick at the chicken divine casserole he whipped up for dinner.  It’s something Mom used to make before the divorce, and it’s comforting as hell.  Right now, I need as much solace as possible.

      After five full minutes of silence, Dad clears his throat, “So...anything new going on?”

      As soon as the question erupts from his mouth, he winces.  I pause with my fork mid-air, my widened gaze cutting to his.  “Sorry,” he mumbles, “I meant anything else besides that.”

      My utensil falls back to my plate with a clatter.  As much as I want to eat, I can’t.  My appetite has pulled a vanishing act.  My belly has been in knots since Saturday night.  Out of all the girls I could have found Rowan with, it had to be her.

      Annica.

      Ugh.

      Honestly, this is the kind of behavior I’ve come to expect from her.  The girl has turned out to be a real supervillain.  I’m sure she’s hunkered down in her lair somewhere, rubbing her hands together and chuckling malevolently at my expense.

      But Rowan?

      Not in a million years did I imagine he was capable of inflicting this kind of damage.  It makes me wonder if our entire relationship was a lie.  Or maybe a game.  How do you treat someone you supposedly care about with such cruelty?  Someone you claim to have wanted for years?

      It doesn’t make sense.

      For the first day or so, I’d held out hope that Rowan would show up at my door and demand I give him a chance to explain his side of the story.  That never happened.  As hurtful as it is, his silence speaks volumes that can’t be ignored.

      The second slap in the face was when he walked into stats Monday morning.  He didn’t even glance in my direction, but he must have sensed my presence.  For the first time since school began in August, he chose to sit as far from me as humanly possible.  The girls in the class were thrilled and immediately swarmed him.  A few actually sent triumphant looks at me.

      If those telltale signs hadn’t been enough of a tip-off, Rowan bailing on Wednesday night dinner with Dad was the final blow.  I’d thought maybe...

      Maybe he would show up, and we could finally talk.  Or, at the very least, he could explain how we ended up at this place.  Maybe we’ve moved past the point of trying to pick up the shattered pieces and glue them back together, but we could at least part ways as friends.  That would be the mature thing to do considering he’s practically family.

      Instead, he chickened out at the last minute and gave Dad some random bullshit story.

      For the first time in more than three years, my father and I are dining alone for our weekly dinner.  I don’t think Rowan has missed one since freshman year.  There were so many times when I wished he would stop coming around, and now that he has, I’m eaten alive by sorrow and grief.

      How stupid am I for thinking we’d found something special?

      After Justin, I should have known better than to get involved with another athlete.  One would have thought I’d learned my lesson, but apparently not.

      “Demi?”

      I blink out of those thoughts, before refocusing on my father.  “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry about Rowan.”  He shifts uncomfortably on his chair.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

      With my father?

      As much as I appreciate him asking, I’ll take a hard pass.

      When I shake my head, relief floods his expression.  It’s almost comical.  Except there’s nothing funny about the situation.

      Dad changes the conversation to a safer topic.  “You got a big game coming up tomorrow.”

      Right...soccer.

      I focus my attention on the team we’ll be versing.  It’s a conference rival game.  We’ve lost to this team as many times as we’ve won.  There’s no doubt in my mind that it’ll be a challenging match.  This is exactly what I should be concentrating on.

      Instead, my mind circles back to the sudden death of my relationship.  Unfortunately, the autopsy is inconclusive.  I can’t figure out what went wrong.  Even in retrospect, there’s nothing that sticks out in my mind.  One minute we were riding high and it seemed like we might actually have a shot at a future after graduation, and the next, the entire thing is exploding upon impact.

      Only Rowan knows what happened, and he isn’t willing to share that information.  It would be so much easier to move on if he would give me some answers.

      But he refuses to do that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            39

          

          

      

    

    







            ROWAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The pass I throw spirals fifty yards through the air before landing in Brayden’s arms like a heat seeking missile.  Coach blows his whistle, signaling the end of practice.  As soon as he does, Demi pushes her way relentlessly into my thoughts.  Out on the field is the only time I can forget about her and concentrate on something else.  If I could stay out here twenty-four/seven, I would do it in a heartbeat.  It would be so much easier than the constant thoughts of her that swirl through my brain.

      But that’s not possible.

      Brayden grins as he jogs toward me with the football tucked in his arms.  I’ll miss playing ball with him next year.  Whatever team he goes to will be damned lucky to have him.  He’s ranked number one in the country for college receivers.

      When he’s about ten yards away, he tosses the ball, and I catch it easily in my hands.

      “Good practice.”  He unsnaps the chinstrap and yanks off his helmet before shaking out his damp hair like a dog.

      My attention meanders to the stands where there is a small group of girls sitting in a line.  As soon as Brayden glances their way, they wave frantically.  He grins and returns the gesture with a little more subtlety.  Each girl has one letter of his name stamped across her chest.

      And people have the audacity to say that I’m a player?

      Please...this guy has an entire fan club dedicated solely to him.  Surprisingly, Brayden hasn’t let all the female attention go to his head.

      “Looks like you have plans after practice,” I say with a smirk, nodding in their direction.

      “Nah.”  He shakes his head.  “Not interested.”

      Well, this is certainly news.  Brayden goes through girls like most people go through underwear.  He’s one of those guys who could talk a baby out of candy.  Or...a girl out of her panties for the evening.

      He’s a charming bastard...when he wants to be.

      “Can’t say I ever thought that would come out of your mouth.”

      “Yeah, me neither.”  A slight smile curls around the edges of his lips.  “I like being single and playing the field.”  He glances at the girls.  “That’s what college is all about, right?”

      Maybe for other guys.  I’ve never been interested in banging as many chicks as I can get my hands on.  There was one girl, and she was all I could see.  It was like I was blinded to everyone else.

      He tilts his head and narrows his eyes.  “But it was never like that for you, was it?”

      The words might be arranged in the format of a question, but I get the feeling we both know the answer without me having to confirm it.  Unwilling to have this conversation turned around on me, I lift my chin toward his fan club.  “They’ll be disappointed.”

      He flicks a glance toward the stands.  “Not really my problem.  I’ve got to head over to the library after this.”

      Now he’s really starting to scare me.  Brayden is going to turn down pussy to study at the library?  I squint at the sky.  “Have I somehow entered a parallel universe where up is down and down is up?”

      With a grin, he knocks his shoulder into mine.  “Shut the fuck up.  It’s more of a study date if you catch my drift.”

      “Well, that makes a little bit more sense.”  I guess.

      As we reach the tunnel where the locker rooms are located, a prickle of unease slithers down my spine.  I have the strange sensation of being watched.  As I glance up, my gaze sweeps over the stands until it fastens on pale blue eyes.  My heartbeat stutters before pounding into overdrive.  Even though my footsteps falter, I keep moving.

      Brayden stays at my side.  He continues to talk, but his voice doesn’t penetrate the thick haze that has descended.

      My father is here...

      At the stadium.

      One side of Dad’s mouth hitches into a nasty smile.  He knows I don’t want him anywhere near the university.

      A potent mixture of rage and nerves rush through my veins.  Hopelessness swiftly follows, overriding all other emotions trying to take root because I know deep-down, he’ll never leave me alone.  I’ll admit I’ve been having second thoughts about pushing Demi away, but seeing him here only reconfirms that I made the right decision.  There is no way I could saddle her with my past.  It’s like having a fucking anchor shackled around my neck.  No matter how much I fight against the constriction, it’ll eventually drag me to the bottom of the ocean.

      I don’t realize my feet have stopped moving until Brayden interrupts the frantic whirl of my thoughts.

      “You coming or what?”

      Dread pools inside my gut.  “No, go on without me.”  The fewer people that see us together, the better.  I don’t know how to make it any clearer that he can’t keep popping up on campus like this.  Not if he wants more money.

      Brayden jerks his shoulders.  “Okay, man.  Catch you in a few.”

      “Yup.”  I blow out a steady breath as he takes off, thankfully disappearing inside the tunnel.

      A couple of the other guys jog past.  Once the turf has been emptied, I glare at my father who has made his way down to the field.

      When I remain silent, he grins, opening his arms wide.  “Mighty fine place you got here.”  He glances around the stadium as if casing the joint.  Like this is my personal space, and he’s trying to come up with a way to rob me blind.

      I clench my hands at my sides in an effort to resist the urge to wrap them around his throat and squeeze.  “What do you want?”  As if I didn’t already know.

      After he showed up on campus almost two weeks ago, I scraped together another couple hundred bucks.  Now he’s back for more.  That’s the thing about him.  He will always come back for more.  Even when there’s nothing for me to give.

      A slight chuckle falls from him as he shrugs.  “You know how it goes.”

      Unfortunately, I do.  “I thought you were trying to find a job.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been looking around.”  His gaze skitters away, which is a sure sign he’s lying.  “Even filled out a few applications.”  Bitterness whips through his eyes, turning them frosty.  “Had to show my parole officer.”

      Right.  It’s all smoke screens and lies with this guy.  He would probably expend less energy taking a part time gig than constantly manufacturing excuses along with applications for jobs he has no intention of accepting.

      One quick glance around tells me that we’re alone.  But still, I step closer and lower my voice.  “I told you that I didn’t have anything more to give.”

      “And yet you came up with a little bit more.”

      “That was the last of it.”  A towering wave of bitterness crashes over me.  “What I make in the summer is all I have to live on during the year.”

      “I bet if you asked around, someone would loan you the money.”  He waves a hand, encompassing the stadium.  “I saw all the photos that line the walls, you’re a big deal around here.  People are probably throwing shit your way all the time.  It wouldn’t surprise me if you could squeeze them for a goddamn car.”

      I drag a hand over my face.  He has no idea how anything works.

      “How about that girlfriend of yours?”  He shifts his weight and cocks his head.  “She’d probably be more than happy to help out.”

      I recoil at the idea of asking Demi for anything, let alone money for my deadbeat father.  “We’re not together anymore.”

      Thank fuck.  It’s the first time I’ve had reason to think it.  But staring at the man before me, it’s a relief to know that she’s out of my life for good.  He’ll never touch her.

      “Michaels!”

      Shit.

      I whip around only to find Nick Richards standing twenty feet away with his clipboard in hand.

      “Yeah, Coach?”  I straighten my shoulders and pray that he’ll rattle off something before disappearing back into the tunnel.

      Instead, his gaze darts from me to my father before he eats up the distance between us with a couple of long-legged strides.  “Hello, Scott.  I didn’t realize you’d been released.”

      What the fuck?

      I had no idea that Coach knew anything about my father.  It’s not something we’ve ever discussed.  It was too embarrassing to admit, even to this man who has been nothing but good to me, that my father was sent to prison for murder.

      “What?”  Scott stiffens, eyes narrowing to slits.  “You keeping tabs on me?”

      Coach’s lips lift slightly at the corners as his dark eyes harden.  “I’ve been at the last two parole hearings, so I think we both understand that I’ve made it my business to be involved.”

      What?

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      My gaze shifts from one man to the other before refocusing on Coach.  Barely am I able to find my voice.  “You know him?”

      He glances at me for a moment before his attention resettles on my father.  It’s like he understands that it wouldn’t be prudent to take his eyes off him, even for a second.  “Yup.  Made it my business to know.”

      “Why?”  My mind spins out of control.  I’m almost dizzy with the sensation.

      “You’ve overcome a lot of challenges and worked hard to get to where you are.  I wanted to make sure nothing interfered with that.”  Nick Richards levels a hard look at my father, and it becomes clear that what he didn’t want interfering in my life was this man.

      “I spent the last decade rotting in prison,” Dad hisses as if answering the silent accusation in the other man’s eyes.  “Don’t you think I’ve paid my debt to society?”

      “That’s not my decision to make.”  Coach shrugs and steps closer to me before settling a hand on my shoulder.  The heavy weight of it anchors me to the earth, leaving me to feel less vulnerable.  It’s the first time in my dad’s presence that I’ve been able to suck in a full breath of air.  “Why are you here, Scott?”

      My Dad’s lips thin before he bites out a response.  “I wanted to see my son.  It’s been a long time.  The ungrateful little shit didn’t visit me once while I was in prison.”  He stabs a finger at Coach before hocking a loogie and spitting it at his feet.  “I bet you had something to do with that.”

      “Nope.”  Nick shakes his head.  “Rowan makes his own decisions.  You may not realize this, but he had to grow up awfully quick after you got locked up—probably while you were around.  And look at him, he’s done pretty well for himself.”  He squeezes my shoulder.  “Any man would be proud to call him son.”  Before my father can respond, Coach continues.  “But here’s the thing, you only seem to come around when you want something.  And I’m guessing that what you want right now is money.  I won’t put Rowan on the spot by asking him, all I’ll say is this—if you truly want to build a relationship with this young man, then you need to make some positive changes in your life, and let him come to you when he’s ready.  Maybe that won’t ever happen.  What I do know is that you need to stop coming around campus and harassing him.”

      My father takes a menacing step in our direction.  His hands tighten into fists.  “That’s not what I’m doing!”

      “Isn’t it?”  Coach raises a brow.  Instead of being intimidated, the guy is calm, cool, and collected.  “You’re a grown man.  If you’re intent on turning your situation around, you need to prove that to Rowan by standing on your own two feet instead of looking to your twenty-one-year-old son for handouts.  Now, if you’re ready to make those changes, I would be more than happy to steer you in the right direction as far as jobs go.”

      “I don’t need any charity from the likes of you,” Dad snarls.

      “Suit yourself,” Coach says as if it doesn’t make a difference to him one way or the other.  “But I think this conversation is over, and it’s time for you to leave.”

      Dad bares his teeth.  “You can’t tell me what to do!”

      “Actually, that’s where you’re wrong.  You step foot on university property again, I’ll call campus police and tell them that you’ve been harassing one of my players.  Then I’ll personally call your parole officer and fill him in on what’s been going on.”  He pauses for a beat before adding, “Because we both know this isn’t the first time you’ve contacted Rowan.”

      “You son of a—”

      “Yup,” he agrees easily, cutting off the tirade, “that’s exactly what I am.  I’ve got no problem playing hardball with you.”

      Dad grits his teeth as rage flashes in his eyes before they slide to me.  “You gonna let this asshole talk to me like this?”

      Ignoring the question, I say instead, “I don’t want you coming around here anymore, and I don’t want you calling.  If I want to talk, I’ll get ahold of you.”  Although we both know that’s not going to happen anytime soon.  Whatever bridge could have been tentatively built between us has been destroyed.

      Dad opens his mouth to argue when Nick cuts him off.  “Your time is up.  You can leave on your own volition or,” Coach nods toward the tunnel and the security guard who lounges there, “you can be escorted out.  The choice is yours.”

      Scott pales before gnashing his teeth.  He looks on the verge of exploding.  “Fine, I’m going,” he grumbles.

      With his lips pressed tightly together, he stalks past us.

      When my father is half a dozen feet away, Nick raises his voice.  “Chuck, please escort this man off the grounds, and make sure he leaves university property.”

      The security guard dips his chin.  “You got it, Coach.”

      With that, Chuck ambles after my father as he disappears across the field.  When he reaches the other side, I notice a second guard waiting on a glorified golf cart they use to move around the stadium.  We watch in silence as my father is followed off the field before disappearing inside the building.  Once he vanishes from sight, the tension filling my body drains away, and my shoulders sag in relief.  Only then do I become conscious of the suffocating silence that has fallen over us.  I shift my stance and clear my throat.  Coach and I have spent hundreds of hours hashing out plays and discussing the intricacies of a football game, and yet, right now, my mind is blank.  I never wanted these two worlds to collide.  “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have a goddamn thing to apologize for.”  He searches my eyes.  “I hope you realize that.”

      I stare at the turf and shrug.

      “Hey.”  When I continue to avoid eye contact, his fingers bite into my shoulder through the thick pads.  “Look at me, Rowan.”

      Forcing my gaze to his is one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.  Humiliation gathers in my cheeks, making them burn with heat.

      “Your father is in no way a reflection of the person you are.”

      “His blood runs through my veins.”  It takes effort to swallow down the rising nausea.  “He’s a criminal.”  I force out the ugliest part.  “A murderer.”

      “It doesn’t make a damn bit of difference if his DNA is part of your genetic makeup.  You are nothing like him.”  He gives my shoulder a good shake before bringing his face close to mine until I have no other choice but to meet the intensity of his gaze.  “From the first moment you walked onto that high school football field, I knew you were something special.  But it’s not your athletic ability that sets you apart from everyone else.  It’s what’s in here.”  He taps my chest with his fingers.  “This is what matters.  I’ve never met a player with more heart for the game or life.  There aren’t many people I would entrust with my daughter.  You’re one of the few.”

      I blink away the emotion as it pricks the back of my eyes.  This man is more of a father figure to me than mine could ever be.  The sentiment he’s expressing means more than he’ll ever realize.  I never wanted Coach to know about my father.  I didn’t realize he was aware of the situation.  Most of the time, I try to forget the man even exists.  It was easy enough to do when he was locked away in prison.  Nick Richards knowing about my past, accepting me, and continuing to stand by my side, feels like a massive weight lifted from my shoulders.

      “You’ve known this entire time?”

      “Yup.  Your mom told me everything shortly after we met.  I made a promise to her when I took you under my wing that I’d keep an eye on the situation and help steer you in the right direction.  That’s all I’ve ever tried to do, Rowan.  At the time, I wasn’t sure what I was taking on, but you made it easy.  Right from the start, you’ve taken school, and this team seriously.  You’ve walked the straight and narrow.  You’ve grown into a fine young man and a real leader the other guys can look up to.  You’re someone I’m proud to have coached, and I look forward to what you’re going to do with your career, as well as your life.”

      I glance down, attempting to wrangle my emotions under control.  “Thanks, Coach.”  I want to tuck the words away and play them over and over again in my head.  I’ve spent years idolizing this man.  To hear him verbalize his feelings means everything.

      “You’ve got nothing to thank me for.  Everything you’ve achieved has been because of your drive and determination.  It’s your work ethic that will get you everywhere in life.  Do you understand that?”

      I dip my chin in acknowledgment.

      “Good.”  He smiles.  “Now get the hell out of here and hit the showers.”

      “Okay.”  With nothing left to say, I jog toward the locker room.

      I’m about to disappear through the tunnel, when he calls out my name.  “Rowan?”

      I grind to a halt before turning around.  “Yeah?”

      “You hurt my little girl.”  There’s a beat of uncomfortable silence.  “I didn’t expect that from you.”

      I suck in a sharp breath, holding it in my lungs until it feels like they might burst from the pressure.  “All I was trying to do is protect her.  I didn’t want Demi getting dragged into this mess.”

      He squints before cocking his head.  “That might be so, but she needs you more than she needs your protection.”

      I shift my weight as a flutter of nerves explodes in the pit of my belly.  Maybe I should have been honest with her from the very beginning, instead of trying to hide my past.  “She might not forgive me.”

      “You’re right, but you won’t know until you try.”

      With a jerk of my head, I hit the showers.  It’s a painful admittance to realize that I might have fucked up the best thing in my life, because I was too scared to open up and tell her the truth.

      Coach is right.  It might be too late to work things out, but I won’t know until I try.
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      The apartment door whips open, and Sydney races inside with excitement dancing in her eyes like it’s Christmas morning and her birthday all wrapped up into one.  I haven’t seen her this ecstatic since...

      Well, never.  I’ve never seen this level of elation from her.  Sydney is usually lowkey.  Unless she’s angry.  Then watch out.

      When I raise my brows, she crows, “I have the best flipping news ever!”  I don’t get a chance to bombard her with questions before the words explode from her tongue.  “Annica broke her ankle over the weekend!  She’s out for the rest of the season!”

      My mouth falls open.  No matter what I thought she might say, that certainly wasn’t it.

      Holy crap!

      “Yeah,” she nods enthusiastically, “I know, right?  I have to say, I didn’t really believe in karma before, but this has totally changed that line of thinking.”  She drops onto the overstuffed chair across from me before throwing her arms wide.  “I’m a big believer now!”

      “Then you should be careful,” I warn.  “I’m pretty sure karma doesn’t appreciate when you revel in the misfortune of others.”

      Sydney makes a big show of rolling her eyes.  “Listen, Annica deserves it and karma, that glorious bitch, realizes it as well.”

      “How did it happen?”

      “I guess she was really drunk Saturday night and tripped down someone’s front porch steps.  When she couldn’t put pressure on her foot, her friends made the boneheaded decision to take her to the emergency room.”  She turns gleeful.  Kind of like the Grinch anticipating Whoville’s disappointment on Christmas morning.  “Get this—not only did she break her ankle, she also got a drinking ticket too, and now has to face sanctions from both Coach and the university.  Triple whammy.”  With a pause, she counts out something on her fingers.  “More like quadruple whammy.”

      My eyes widen.  “That’s terrible.”

      “No, she’s terrible, and you,” she stabs a finger in my direction, “of all people should know it.”

      With a shrug, I glance away.  Yeah, Annica has turned out to be a real pain in my ass, but that doesn’t mean I wish her any ill will.  Fine...maybe a teeny-tiny shred of it.  But it sounds like she got the motherload in one fell swoop.

      “You know,” Sydney says, breaking into the chaotic whirl of my thoughts, “she caused a lot of friction with the team.  It’s like she thrived on it.”

      That’s true.  Annica did seem to enjoy the discord.  Most people understand that a team can’t succeed unless they band together to achieve a collective goal.  Does that necessarily mean every player’s personality will mesh?  Of course not.

      Guess that wasn’t a lesson that Annica learned early in life like the rest of us.

      “With her out for the rest of the season, maybe we can get the team gelling again.”

      If there’s anything good that comes out of the situation, it’s that we pull the younger girls back into the fold and get them to buy into the idea of working together to bring home a championship.  At this point, it’s not too late to turn things around.  I think that’s what we all want.

      Now that Sydney has shared the good tidings, she huffs and rises to her feet.  “All right, I’ve got to head over to the library for a couple of hours.”

      I perk up.  “Want some company?  I’m not busy, I can come with you.”  It would probably be a good idea to get out of the apartment for a little bit.  It’s been more than a week since the breakup, and I’m still all sad bastard.  Even I’m tired of being around myself.

      “I wish you could.”  A scowl twists her pretty face.  “Unfortunately, I’m meeting up with Brayden to work on that stupid project.”

      “Oh.”  Their strange interaction pops into my head.  I’ve been so focused on my own situation, that I almost forgot about her run in with Brayden.  “He’s a nice guy, I’m surprised you have such a problem with him.”

      She straightens to her full height and stares at me like I’ve grown a horn on my head.  “How can you even say that?”

      Ummm...

      “I don’t know.”  I’ve never had an issue with the handsome wide receiver.  He’s always treated me like a little sister.  Out of all the guys on the team, he’s probably the one I trust most.  Clearly, Sydney feels differently—which is strange.  As far as I know, nothing has ever happened between them to bring out such animosity in her.  “Most girls would be thrilled to be partnered up with him.”

      A haughty look enters her eyes as she sniffs.  “Well, I’m not most girls.”

      True that.

      “I’ll be honest, after we ran into him at that party, I kind of wondered if there might be a little something-something going on between you two.  You had that whole I-hate-you-but-I-secretly-want-to-sleep-with-you vibe going on.”  Although now that I think about it, Brayden wasn’t acting that way.  He was needling her, trying his best to solicit a reaction.  Kind of like an elementary school boy would do to a girl he liked.

      She makes a choking noise.  “I have way too much self-respect to ever get tangled up with such a manwhore, and quite frankly, after the whole Ethan situation, I’m taking a timeout from the dating game.  I need to get my head on straight.”

      In a surprising plot twist, Sydney and Ethan haven’t mended their broken relationship.  It’s been a little more than two weeks.  This is the longest they’ve ever gone without getting back together again.

      “That’s probably a smart decision.”

      She chews her lower lip before reluctantly admitting, “I saw him the other day walking to class with another girl.”

      Ouch.  It doesn’t matter if she’s the one who pulled the plug on the relationship, seeing your ex with another person still stings.

      “I’m sorry, Syd,” I say gently.  “Are you okay?  Do you want to talk about it?”

      Sadness flashes in her eyes as she shakes her head.  “No.  The thing is, it hurt to see him but not nearly as much as I assumed it would.  It didn’t make me want to call him up and get back together again.”  She pauses, as if thinking about what she’s admitted before her gaze refocuses on me.  “That’s got to mean something, right?”

      “I think it means you made the right decision where Ethan is concerned.”

      “Yeah.”  A small sigh escapes from her.  “You’re probably right.  For a while, we were really good together.  And then we weren’t.  Now that I’m looking back, I think we hung on for too long.  We should have broken up a while ago.”  She jerks her shoulders as if unsure what the correct answer is.  “But it was comfortable, you know?  It was easy.”

      Easy?

      That’s not the term I would use to describe their relationship.

      When I give her a get-the-hell-out-of-town look, her lips twitch, and a few chuckles escape.  “All right, maybe not easy, but you know what I mean.  No matter what, Ethan’s a good guy, and I always knew what to expect from him.”

      “He’s definitely a good guy,” I agree.

      “Just not for me,” she tacks on almost regretfully.

      I nod, understanding the mix of emotions she’s experiencing.

      “The plan is to focus on school and soccer for the time being.  The last thing I need is a man fucking up the works.”

      “Sounds smart.  We can do it together.”

      “The celibate sisters,” she adds with a grin.  “I like it.  We’ll get T-shirts.”  Sydney slips her phone out of her pocket and glances at it before the lightheartedness she’d managed to find drains away.  “All right, I’ve got to go meet up with WU’s very own manwhore.”

      “See you later,” I call after her as she grabs her bag and heads to the door.  “Try not to kill him.”

      “I’m not making any promises!” she shouts before disappearing into the hallway.  Less than a minute later, there’s a knock.

      I jump from the couch and pad into the tiny entryway before opening the door.  “Back already?  What did you—”

      My voice dies a quick death when I realize it’s not my roommate.  Instead, I find Rowan standing on the other side of the threshold.  The sight of him has me hugging the door frame a little closer to my body.

      “Hi.”  He shoves his hands into the pockets of his khakis.  There’s a ball cap pulled low over his eyes, and even though there’s a definite chill to the air, he’s wearing a black T-shirt that hugs his biceps.

      In other words, he looks amazing.  The magnetic attraction that always hums beneath the surface when we’re together explodes to life with a vengeance.  It’s so tempting to reach out and pull him to me.  Instead of giving in to the urge, I squeeze the door a little harder.

      “Hey.”  My heart slams painfully against my ribcage.  I’ve seen him in class and caught glimpses of him around campus, but we haven’t been this close in a while.  When he remains silent, I clear my throat and attempt to turn off the tangle of emotions slyly wrapping their way around me.  “What are you doing here?”

      “I was hoping we could talk.”

      An image of Annica hanging all over him flashes through my head.  A pit of nausea blooms at the bottom of my belly, and I force myself to straighten my shoulders.  “After more than a week of silence, I don’t think we have anything to discuss.”

      Rowan draws his lower lip into his mouth before chewing on it.  A mixture of sorrow and regret fills his expression, and it’s almost enough to break my heart.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      I want to smack myself for even thinking along those lines.  I’m not the one who hurt or betrayed him.  It was the other way around.

      “I need to explain something to you and then, if you don’t want to speak with me again, I’ll respect that.”  When I remain silent, unsure what to do, his voice turns pleading.  “Give me five minutes, and then I’ll leave.  You’ll never hear from me again.  I promise.”

      If I were smart, I would slam the door in his face.  There is nothing he can say or do to change the way I feel about him.  He’s the first guy I took a chance on and opened myself up to.  I was prepared to lay it all on the line for him.  Thank God, I didn’t get a chance to do that.  It would have only made me feel more pathetic than I already do.

      Whoever said—it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all was seriously mistaken.  The whole loving-and-losing thing sucks major ass.  And quite honestly, I don’t see it getting better anytime soon.

      “Please, Demi?”

      A huff of frustration leaves my lips.  I wish I were strong enough to tell him to go to hell.  Since I’m not, I begrudgingly move away from the door and wave him in.  There’s a tiny part of me that’s curious about what he has to say.

      “Thanks,” he murmurs, slipping past me and into the living room where he drops onto the chair.  Needing as much distance as possible, I gravitate to the far end of the couch.  Regret flickers over his expression as he watches me.  It’s like he realizes what tactics I’m trying to employ to keep him at a safe distance.  His elbows settle on spread thighs as he clasps his hands together in front of him.

      An oppressive silence blankets us, and I shift restlessly beneath the heavy weight of his stare.  This is more painful than I expected.  Only now do I realize that allowing him inside was a mistake.  I’ve changed my mind.  No longer do I care what he has to say.  His rationale of the situation won’t make a difference.

      Rowan clears his throat and his gaze falters, falling to his fingers.  I don’t realize how tightly clasped they are until the knuckles turn bone white.  “I want you to know that nothing happened with Annica.  That night or any other.”

      For the second time in a matter of minutes, an image of them flashes unwantedly through my head, and my heart jackhammers a painful staccato against my ribcage.  I jerk my shoulders, not wanting him to see how deep his betrayal has cut.  “That’s not the way it looked.”

      It’s a relief when my voice comes out sounding devoid of emotion.  If he thinks he can waltz in here with some half-assed explanation, and I’ll fall all over him, Rowan has another thing coming.

      “I know.”  There’s a moment of silence before he admits softly, “That was the plan.  I wanted you to find us together.”

      What?

      For a beat, maybe two, my mind cartwheels, and all I can do is stare.

      He wanted me to find them?

      I shake my head as my brows slam together.  It’s almost impossible to wrap my lips around the question.  “You deliberately set out to hurt me?”

      My throat grows scratchy as thick emotion wells in the middle of it.

      “No.”  There’s a pause before he hastily amends, “I mean, yes.”  Frustration vibrates off him in suffocating waves as he yanks off his black Wildcats ball cap and drags a hand through his long blond hair.  “I wanted to make sure you would be pissed off and never talk to me again.”

      Un-fucking-believable.

      “Well,” I force out a mirthless laugh, “you got what you wanted.”  I rise unsteadily to my feet.  “I’m not sure why you felt the need to come here and share this with me, but I think you should leave.”

      Desperation flares in his eyes as he jumps to his feet.  “Please, Demi.  Hear me out!”  In two long-legged strides, he eats up the distance between us.  “I’m doing a shit job of explaining this.”

      I hold up a hand, not wanting him any closer.  “I assume that’s because there’s no way to justify why you would do something so fucked up.”

      When I try to move past him, his fingers lock around my wrist.  All it takes is one tug to drag me closer.  The force of the movement sends me stumbling, and I lose my balance before crashing into him.  My hands go to his chest in an attempt to shove my way free.  Instead of releasing me, his arms lock around my body until I’m rendered powerless.

      “Your five minutes are up.  You need to leave.”  If it were possible to move my leg, I would knee him in the balls.  He deserves that and so much more for the pain he’s caused.  Refusing to make this easy, I struggle against the hold he has on me.  Rowan made his choice, and now I’m making mine.

      “I thought I was doing the right thing,” he says with a grunt, attempting to subdue my movements.

      “Ha!”  Disbelief bubbles up in my throat.  How did I not realize Rowan was delusional?  “So, let me understand this correctly,” I snap, “your idea of doing the right thing was to hurt me by messing around with one of my teammates?  The very same teammate, I’ll remind you, that has been gunning for me both on and off the field.  Wow!”  Bitterness drips from every word.  “How very thoughtful of you.”

      The air deflates from his lungs as he exhales.  “Well, when you put it like that, it doesn’t sound good.”

      “No,” I agree flatly, “it really doesn’t.”

      “At the end of the day, all I wanted was to protect you.”  Weariness flashes across his face.  “Maybe I went about it the wrong way.”

      His strange explanation knocks me off-balance, and I still.  “Protect me?  From what?”

      “My past.”

      “I don’t understand.”  My brows draw together as I search his eyes for clues.  “Why would I need protecting from your past?”

      Rowan glances away as embarrassment floods his features and darkens his cheeks.  “There’s a reason I don’t talk about my family.”

      That’s something I’ve noticed.  The times I’ve tried to dig deeper, he immediately shuts down and changes the subject.  Instead of pushing the issue, I backed off, assuming Rowan would open up when he was comfortable.  That never occurred.  I know as much about his personal history now as I did before.

      “It’s difficult to talk about,” he mutters.  “I never wanted you to find out about my father.”

      “Rowan,” I say softly, the sharpest parts of my anger dissolving, “you don’t have to tell me.”  This is clearly a painful subject for him.  Even though I want to understand how his family impacted our relationship or why he set out to hurt me, maybe it no longer matters.  What we need is closure so that we can move on.

      “It’s important you realize why I pushed you away.”  He draws in a steady inhalation as if to steel himself for what will come next.  “You’re the last person I would ever want to cause pain, and I’m sorry for that.  I can’t say that it wasn’t my intention, because it was.  I didn’t see another way.”  He pauses for a beat.  “Can we please sit down and have this conversation?”

      That’s when I realize I’m still locked in his arms, held tightly against his chest.

      When I nod, he swings toward the couch with me held securely in his arms.  I get the feeling he’s afraid to let me go, even for a moment.  The urge to burrow against his chest thrums through me, but I’m not quite ready to do that.  I’ve missed Rowan more than I allowed myself to acknowledge, even privately.  It was so much easier to push him to the outer recesses of my mind and pretend I hadn’t already given him my heart.  With him standing before me, I can no longer do that.

      “Do you remember the older guy we ran into on campus a couple of weeks ago?”  When I stare, he adds, “It was after stats class.”

      I nod as the memory flashes through my head.  Something about him had unsettled me.  It’s as if my body had gone on high alert.

      “That was Scott Michaels.”  There’s a pause.  “My father.”

      “Oh.”  Air gets lodged in my throat as my mind spins.  That still doesn’t explain why he would feel the need to push me away.

      A humorless chuckle escapes from him.  “He’s been incarcerated for the last ten years for murder.”

      Murder?

      The word echoes in my head.

      “Your father was in prison for,” I force out the rest, “murder?”

      He jerks his head into a tight nod before glancing away as if barely able to hold my gaze.  “Yeah.  He’s been a petty criminal my entire life and then he fell in with the wrong people and got in over his head.”

      I can’t begin to fathom how difficult it would be to grow up with a parent like that.  My heart clenches painfully knowing there’s no way to alleviate the hurt and damage that must have been inflicted.  Only now do I understand why Rowan is so closed off when it comes to his family.  I wish he would have felt safe enough to open up and share this with me.

      “Rowan,” I whisper, unsure how to proceed.

      He doesn’t give me a chance to say anything else.  “He’d recently been released from prison, and he started coming around, wanting money from me.  The first time it happened, I gave him a good chunk of my savings.  I told him that I couldn’t give him anymore, and I didn’t want to see him again.  A week later, he showed up on campus.”

      “That’s when we ran into him after stats class,” I murmur.  Only now does Rowan’s strange reaction make so much more sense.

      “Yeah.”  Humiliation flags his cheeks as I cup the sides of his face with my palms.  “As long as he’s free, he’ll never stop coming around, trying to milk me for everything he can.  I didn’t want him anywhere near you.”  He shakes his head.  “Maybe I went about it the wrong way, but in the end, all I was trying to do is protect you from the ugliness of my past.”

      All of the puzzle pieces I couldn’t fit together now make perfect sense.  I had noticed changes in his behavior but was unable to put my finger on the reason for them.  All the times I’d caught him zoning out, he’d been worrying about his father.  He didn’t want me to know anything about his family.  More specifically, his dad.  Now that the man was out of prison, Rowan didn’t want me exposed to him.  And the quickest way to cut ties would have been to—

      “So, you made sure I found you with the one girl who would hurt me the most.”

      His shoulders slump under the weight of my retort.  “I was scared and didn’t want him anywhere near you.  Pushing you away seemed like the easiest way to achieve that.  It was stupid.  The look on your face,” regret fills his eyes as he shakes his head, “I’m sorry for hurting you.  I don’t expect you to forgive me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?  I would have understood.”  There’s a beat of silence.  “I would have stood by your side.”

      “I was embarrassed.”  He quickly amends the statement.  “Hell, I’m still embarrassed.  My father has always been a drain.  Not only on me, but my mom as well.  I hate that he’s in my life, causing havoc.  The last thing I wanted to do was bring him into yours.  Coach has been nothing but good to me.  How could I repay that kindness by bringing a degenerate into his daughter’s life?”  His voice dips, sounding scraped raw.  “Tell me how I was supposed to do that?”

      The heaviness of his emotion shatters my heart into a thousand jagged pieces.

      “I wish you had trusted me with the truth.”

      “It had nothing to do with trust and everything to do with keeping you safe.  That’s all I wanted to do.  Protect you.”

      With my palms still cupping his cheeks, I bring my forehead to rest against his.  “Your father has nothing to do with you.  The truth wouldn’t have changed my feelings.”

      “I realize that now.  I made a mistake, and I hurt you.  I understand if that’s something you can’t forgive.”  His gaze clings to mine.  “But I hope you will.  I love you, Demi.  I always have.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Air escapes from his lungs in a rush as he tilts his head until his mouth can slant across mine.  When his tongue sweeps over the seam of my lips, it never occurs to me to hold back.  No one has ever made me feel the way Rowan does.  And the truth of the matter is, I don’t think anyone ever will again.

      What we’ve found is once in a lifetime.

      He breaks away long enough to search my gaze.  “From the very beginning, it’s been you.”

      It might have taken me three years to realize that I had feelings for him, but I’m there now.  He took the time to break down all of my resistance until I could see the man standing before me with his hand stretched out.

      Maybe I didn’t want to admit it—even privately to myself, but it’s always been Rowan.  And if I have my way, that will never change.
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      Three years later...

      

      “As you can see, the kitchen is completely stainless steal with brand new marble countertops.”  The real estate agent beelines from the spacious kitchen with an island so massive, I could probably roll around on it, to the adjoining living room.

      Instead of following her, I stay in the kitchen and stare at the island.  I can just imagine christening the joint, and that ocean of white marble is the first place I’d start.

      “I know exactly what you’re thinking,” Demi whispers in my ear.

      “That’s because you’re a dirty girl and thinking the exact same thing.”

      “Only with you,” she says, pressing a kiss against my lips.

      “Hey, that’s my line.”  I glance at the realtor who stands next to the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the white-capped waves of Lake Michigan.

      “You have to check out the view!”  She pauses for a beat before doing her best impersonation of Vanna White.  “Isn’t it absolutely fabulous?”

      Ignoring the woman, I glance around the wide-open space.  “What do you think of the place?”

      We’ve been condo hunting in Milwaukee, Wisconsin and have toured a couple dozen buildings.  Demi and I have spent the last two years living in separate cities.  I ended up getting drafted in the first round by the Milwaukee Mavericks and Demi tried out for the Chicago Suns women’s soccer team after graduation and made it.  Even though we’ve been in different cities, we’ve only been an hour and a half away from each other.  As much as it sucks, it could be worse.

      The most challenging part has proven to be when we’re both in season.  My training camp starts mid-July and goes through February, depending on if we’re knocked out of the playoffs.  Professional soccer runs April through October.  It’s a constant battle to find time together.

      While Demi has enjoyed playing in the NWSL for two years, she’s decided to hang up her cleats and attend graduate school for a master’s in Exercise Science.  She’s already been accepted at the University of Milwaukee-Wisconsin and is now moving here permanently.

      Demi makes a visual sweep of the kitchen and living area.  “I like it.”

      The place is just shy of three thousand square feet and is located on the thirtieth floor.  There are three spacious bedrooms and a study with wood paneling.

      “Did I mention there’s a rooftop garden?”  Cindy, the realtor, takes a step toward us.  Her high heels click against the sea of shiny hardwoods.  “I’d be happy to show it to you.”

      The woman is a little pushy for my taste, but she’s shown us everything under the sun.

      I clear my throat.  “Would you mind giving us a little time to talk it over?”

      Her eyes sharpen with the thrill of a potential sale.  “Of course!”  She rushes past us on the way to the foyer.  “I’ll pop downstairs for a few minutes and speak with the building manager to make sure all of the necessary paperwork is in order.”

      I dip my chin in acknowledgment.  “Great.”

      “Tootles,” she calls out in a sing-song voice, closing the door behind her.

      “Finally,” I sigh, pulling Demi to me, “alone at last.”

      Her arms thread around my neck.  “Yup.  I’m sure we have a good ten minutes to ourselves.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s not nearly enough.”  I brush my mouth across hers for a quick kiss.  “You know I like to take my time.”

      Her lips bow up against mine.  “Yes, I do.  And trust me, the effort is always appreciated.”

      “Damn right it is.”

      When Demi groans, I reluctantly break away before we ignite a fire that can’t be extinguished.

      “Give it to me straight.  What do you think?”  I wrap my arm around her waist and walk us toward the large picture windows to inspect the million-dollar view.  I point to the path across the street that winds its way along the shoreline.  “How amazing would it be to run along the lake every morning?”

      The sexual haze I’d stoked to life moments ago clears from her eyes as she surveys the vast blueness of the water.  “That would be nice.”

      “Plus,” I add, “there’s a gym on the third floor.  If you can’t run outside, you can lift weights or use the elliptical.”

      She narrows her eyes before slanting a look in my direction.  “It sounds like you’re already sold on the condo.”

      “Yeah, I like it.”  It would certainly be the bougiest place I ever lived, that’s for damn sure.  “But you have to like it, too.”

      She wraps her arms around my neck again before leaning into me.  “I do, it ticks all the boxes.”

      I squeeze her body to mine before dropping a kiss on the top of her head.  “I love you.”

      A smile wreaths her face as she tips her chin up to meet my gaze.  “I love you, too.”

      “You know what?”  I make a big production about looking around the living room and kitchen.  “I think there’s something missing.”

      “Really?”  The smile disappears as she frowns.  “What?  This condo has every possible amenity.  A gym, amazing views, rooftop garden, security, underground parking, a small convenience store next to the lobby...”  Every item is ticked off on her fingers.  “What more could you possibly want?”

      When she shoots me a perplexed expression, it’s all I can do not to grin like a lunatic.

      “This.”  When I drop to one knee, Demi’s eyes widen.  I slip my hand inside the pocket of my khakis and pull out the signature light blue box with a white bow wrapped around it.

      Her hands fly to her gaping mouth as her eyes fill with tears, and she shakes her head.  “No.”

      “Yup.”  I pull off the silky ribbon and pop open the lid.  “You saying yes to being my wife is all that’s missing.”

      “Rowan,” she whispers, emotion flooding her features.

      “What?”  Before she can respond, I say, “I’ve wanted this for the past two years, but I needed everything to be perfect.  I wanted us to be in the same city and state.  And now that we are, and we’ve found the perfect place to call home, I want to make that home with you.  I want to marry you, Demi.  I want to be your husband and spend the rest of my life with you.  What do you say, baby?  Will you marry me?”

      Her hands fall back to her sides as she presses her lips together and nods.  “Yes!”  Even though her voice is wobbly, it grows stronger.  “Yes, I’ll marry you!”

      I jump to my feet and take the ring from its plush satin bed before carefully slipping it on her finger.

      She stares at her left hand in wonder.  “It’s gorgeous!”

      “I’m glad you like it.  Sydney helped pick it out.”

      “What!” she laughs.  “She knew about this and didn’t tell me!”

      I give a little shrug.  “I swore her to secrecy.”

      Demi throws herself into my arms.  “I can’t believe this is happening.”  Tears of joy streak down her face.  “I’m so happy that we’re finally going to be together.”

      “Me, too.  If you hadn’t retired, I would have.  The separation was killing me.”

      “Really?”  She grins.  “You would have done that?”

      Is she kidding?

      Damn straight I would have.

      “Yup.”  I smack another kiss against her lips.  “You’re the most important thing in my life.  You always have been, and you always will be.”

      “I don’t know how we made it through the last two years, but I’m glad we did.”

      “So...” I waggle my brows, “any interest in celebrating our engaged state by christening our new condo?”

      “You really think there’s time for that?”  She throws a cautious look toward the entryway.  “Won’t Cindy be back any minute?”

      “Nope, she’s gone.  I bought the place last week.  Straight up cash, homey.  It’s ours.”

      Her eyes widen to the point of falling out of her head.  “What!”

      “Yup.”

      “I can’t believe you did that!  What if I had hated it?”

      “Then I would have sold it.  But I was pretty sure that you’d fall in love with it like I did.  The moment Cindy showed me the condo, I knew it was the perfect place for us to start our future together.”

      She shakes her head.  “I can’t believe you had this all planned out.”

      I can only grin before telling her the rest.  She’s probably had enough surprises for one day.  “We’ve got enough time to make this place ours, and then we’re meeting Sydney, Brayden, your dad, and a few of the guys from the team to celebrate our engagement.”

      For about the dozenth time in the last ten minutes, her mouth drops open and a wave of shock washes over her.  “Are you serious?”

      I smack another kiss against her parted lips.  She’s adorable when she’s thrown off-kilter, and this has definitely done the trick.  There haven’t been many times when I’ve been able to keep anything from her.  Demi is way too smart for that.  And apparently, I’m bad at keeping secrets.  Especially from her.  “Yup.  I planned a little celebratory party so you can show off that giant rock on your finger.”

      Her gaze falls to the ring before her features soften.  She holds out her hand to admire the massive sapphire surrounded by diamonds.  “It really is spectacular.”  Her gaze flicks to me.  “And you did an amazing job picking it out.”

      “I want you to be happy.”

      She places her palms against my chest before sliding them toward my shoulders and wrapping them around my neck.  “You make me happy.  I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”

      Unable to resist the lure of her mouth, I dive in for another kiss.  “Guess it’s a good thing you’ll never have to worry about that.”

      With a sigh, her lips part, and my tongue sweeps inside to tangle with hers.

      After a couple of heated moments, she pulls away enough to ask, “Aren’t we going to christen the place?”

      She squeaks in surprise when my palms settle on her ass, and I hoist her into my arms.  Thirty steps later, I’m setting her on the marble island.  Her hands go to my shirt, untucking it from the khakis before yanking it over my head and tossing it to the hardwoods.  It doesn’t take long before we’re both naked.  As I sink inside her tight heat, I’m hit with the realization that as much as this condo will be our new home, it’s this right here, buried deep inside the warmth of her body, is where I belong.

      As long as Demi and I are together, it doesn’t matter where we are or what city we live in.

      My home is with her.

      It will always be with her.
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        Thank you so much for reading Campus Player!  I hope you enjoyed Demi & Rowan’s story as much as I loved writing it!  Want more of Demi & Rowan?  Download the free bonus epilogue here!

      

      

      

      The Campus Series continues with Sydney & Brayden’s story in Campus Heartthrob!

      

      Brayden Kendricks might be God’s gift to the female species at Western University, but I want nothing to do with the dark-haired football player.  The guy is an attention seeking you-know-what who soaks up fan adoration like it’s his due in life for being hot and talented.

      Damn.  Did I just say that?

      All right, fine...I’ll grudgingly admit that Brayden is decent looking.  I suppose if you’re into guys who resemble Greek gods with abs of steel and chiseled pecs, then sure, one could consider him attractive.

      Am I guilty of having a tiny, practically non-existent crush on him freshman year?

      I’d prefer not to answer that question.

      Thankfully, I quickly came to my senses and have made a concerted effort to steer clear of Brayden ever since.  It hasn’t been easy, considering that my bestie is now dating his roommate and we’ve been thrown together for an accounting project.  You’d think after years of baring my teeth at him like a rabid dog, the guy would have gotten the memo that I’m not interested.

      Apparently not, since he’s spreading word around campus that we’re going out.

      I mean, can you even imagine?

      Me?

      Dating Brayden Kendricks?

      I have four words for him...

      No. Way. In. Hell.
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        1. Bad Girls — M.I.A.

        2. God is a woman — Ariana Grande

        3. lovely — Billie Eilish, Khalid

        4. Without Me — Halsey

        5. Big Wave — Jenny and Johnny
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      “One, two, three, four,” Melanie, our instructor counts off. She speaks in a high pitched, nasal voice. The piano music starts once again. “Girls! Group one, move forward. And one, two, three… pir-ou-ette. Now pir-ou-ette… good, good.”

      Her lilting Irish voice is set to the rhythm. As one, the group ahead of me neatly spins on their tiptoes, executing flawless pirouettes. The whole room is mirrored, floor to ceiling, with a sturdy wooden barre bolted to every inch. With the mirror, it looks like twenty four perfect ballerinas are finishing their pirouettes.

      It makes sense, because this class is the best of the best. The most dedicated ballerinas and danseurs, the ones who have given up regular school and any semblance of their social lives to be here. After most would-be dancers are bounced from the program for not following the rules or just plain not being good enough, this is what you have left.

      The hardcore dancers. I’ve worked my ass off to be in this final class.

      I suck in a breath and stretch my neck, readying myself for my group.

      Melanie claps along on a steady, brisk four count. “Next group! And one, two, three… pir-ou-ette. And pir-ou-ette…”

      My arms swoop out to the sides as I lift onto my tiptoes and twirl. The motion is automatic, one born of muscle memory more than anything else. I’m directing most of my attention at my feet and the slight curve in my back. I usually get in trouble for my feet not pointing enough or my back not having a slight bow in it if I’m not intensely concentrated.

      “Kaia! There should be more arch to your arms!” Melanie admonishes me. I give my arms a little more lift and she bows her head quickly. “There you go.”

      I don’t have time to look around at the twelve other ballerinas in my group. I’m focused entirely on my feet and my back and the position of my arms. When I finish though, I realize that I’ve stopped very close to Manon, a little brunette ballerina who shoots me a glare.

      I’m quick to move away, straightening my spine. Out of every ballerina in this school, Manon is by far the most caustic. And usually, her barbs are aimed at me.

      “Sylvie! Don’t start like that, how can you expect to be graceful if you start in such an ugly position?” Melanie calls, her expression stern. She tucks a strand of her dishwater blonde hair behind her ear, rolling her eyes. “Boys! Group one, forward please… And one, two, three… pir-ou-ette. And pir-ou-ette… Mason, that was perfect.”

      I glance to my right, catching myself in the mirror. A thin blonde ballerina stares back at me, wearing a lilac leotard, a filmy white dancer’s skirt, opaque white tights, and ballet pink pointe shoes. I bite my lip and send my image a tiny frown; I immediately see the glaring flaws in my own appearance.

      My father’s voice echoes through my head.

      Your hair is the wrong shade of blonde. Your nose is too big, your eyes are too far apart. You’re too tall to do ballet, too heavy for most dancers to lift. Your posture is imperfect. Your feet are too large.

      I swallow and lift my chin. I have to overcome my obvious shortfalls, be resilient enough to make it as a dancer. My dad put me through ballet academy and he has certain expectations.

      If I work hard, if I focus all my energy on each and every move, I should be able to prevail.

      But by far the worst thing of all is that I lack mobility in my turnout. The rotation of my hip joints, to turn outward away from the front of my body, is sadly never going to be a perfect one hundred and eighty degrees.

      I wrinkle my nose at myself and drag my eyes back up to the rest of the class. I see my group moving forward again and I rush to take my place. We execute another set of pirouettes under Melanie’s eagle-eyed gaze.

      “Ella, you are still a step behind everyone else. Always a step behind. Start earlier.”

      The incredibly tiny black woman blushes and bows her head, but says nothing. I would kill for Ella’s diminutive height or turnout, but I am incredibly glad not to get that same bit of criticism from our teacher.

      “Let’s change it up,” Melanie says. She turns around, signaling to the piano player to stop. “This will be the last combination. Girls, please begin with relevé developé, pas de bourre, arabesque en diagonal, tombé, and demi-plie. Okay? Let’s go.”

      The hardest part of my day is right now, when we’ve already had an full day of classes and we only have a few minutes more. The last fifteen minutes always seem to drag terribly.

      We go through the combination two more times, with Melanie correcting everything she sees. Don’t get me wrong, I know that she’s one of our most kind hearted teachers. But by the time the class ends, I’m done with her critiques.

      Honestly, I could probably use a day off right about now. But between attending my last month of classes here at the New York Academy of Ballet and my much less prestigious night job, there’s a snowball’s chance in hell of that randomly happening.

      I walk over to grab my bottle of water, taking a long pull. As I’m guzzling down the water, Eric walks up. I gulp as he casually starts talking to me; with his blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and his muscular danseur’s frame, Eric looks like a freaking Disney prince.

      “Hey,” he says, picking up a small black duffel bag from against the wall. “That last round of combinations was killer. I feel like I just got my ass kicked.”

      Before I even say a word, my face grows hot. As a ballerina, I’m always sensitive to my body and the story told by my posture. But talking to gorgeous Eric brings a whole new level of embarrassment and self consciousness.

      I give him a shy smile. “Yeah, especially the last one. That releve développe sliding into that pas de bourrée was really tricky.”

      Eric nods, digging through his duffel bag. “I think that move is featured pretty heavily in The Nutcracker. So if we have any hope of getting picked for any ballet company, I guess that’s a move we really have to nail.” He pulls his water bottle out of his bag and takes a swig.

      As he drinks, I look at the way his head is thrown back. His throat arches, his whole body effortlessly shifting to balance. I watch the motion of Eric swallowing, my eyes tracing the path of the water moving down his throat.

      Will he ever ask me out? I wonder.

      I’ve never been on a date or had a boyfriend, but I have definitely had the hots for Eric for years.

      He snaps the lid closed on his water bottle and catches my longing expression. He arches an eyebrow. “What?”

      My face goes red and I turn away from him, heading toward my own duffel bag. I fib a little. “Did you know that I can get extra life out of my pointe shoes by using floor wax? I dab a little inside the box, put the shoes in a preheated oven that’s been turned off. When I take them out and let them cool overnight, they feel better and last longer.”

      He squints at me. “You are really thrifty, Kaia.”

      I am. I have to be.

      There is no magical force out there, guiding me toward making money. Just me, trying to scrimp and save and cut corners to get by.

      I flush, looking down at my hands.

      Eric continues on, as if I had never started off on a weird money saving tangent. “I’m just wondering about what company I’ll end up in. Imagine if we both got accepted to the New York Ballet.”

      Manon is standing by the wall where my bag is. As I approach, she turns around, her lip curling into a delicate sneer.

      “There is no way that Kaia will be chosen by the NYB. They only recruit five graduates from every ballet academy in the world each year. You just…” Her eyes scan my body, a smirk appearing on her lips. “Don’t measure up. You should apply for Cincinnati or Birmingham or somewhere that they need second rate ballerinas, honestly.”

      My heart drops toward my feet. I open my mouth to return her snarky comment, but Ella walks over, inserting herself in the situation. Ella refuses to let anybody talk to her or her friends with disrespect… and I’m lucky enough that she has adopted me as one of her besties.

      Whatever that means for ballerinas, anyway.

      “Shut the fuck up, Manon. Don’t you have a broomstick somewhere to polish up before the next full moon?” she says, making shooing motions with her hands. Her Southern accent is thick as molasses and twice as syrupy-sweet.

      Manon’s lips twist. “Go back to whatever hillbilly town you’re from. Leave the rest of the world alone.”

      “First of all, I’m from Marietta, which is a suburb of Atlanta. And second, you’d better watch your mouth before I clean it out with a fucking bar of soap.” Ella says.

      “Ugh, bitch.” Manon storms off, disappearing through the studio door. I look at Ella, beyond grateful.

      “Thanks,” I say, shaking my head. “You always have the best retorts. I wish I was more like that.”

      Ella squeezes my upper arm. “Everybody does, boo.”

      She slides her gaze to Eric, her gaze tightening just a little. She doesn’t completely approve of Eric for some reason and makes that pretty clear.

      “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” she asks.

      Eric gives her an odd look. “It’s late Saturday afternoon. We’re done with practice for the day. Where is it exactly that you think I should go?”

      Ella puts her hand on her hip and rolls her eyes. She turns her attention back to me. “I’m going to see a play tonight. Any interest in attending?”

      I wrinkle my nose and pull off my point shoes. “I can’t. I have to work. Raincheck?”

      “Sure,” she says with a shrug.

      Ella pulls a pair of dark sweatpants out of her duffel bag, quickly swapping her white skirt for the pants. I unwrap my laces and pull off my shoes. Eric is pulling on a pair of pants and a tight ivory sweater.

      For a minute, the studio is quiet, the sound of everyone changing and moving out of the room dominating the space.

      Ella pulls her pink fleece jacket on over her white leotard and then pulls her duffel bag strap onto her shoulder. I zip my jeans, shove my feet into my pink Converse, and pull a dark oversized fleece jacket on my body.

      As soon as I shoulder my bag, Ella starts gently ushering me towards the door. “Hey, speaking of the auditions for the New York Ballet. Did you guys get a casting call in the mail?”

      Eric nods, following us. “Yeah. The audition dates for people from our academy are the first through the fourth of next month.”

      My hands tighten on the strap of my duffel bag. I look down the long hallway lined with rehearsal rooms and instructor’s offices, toward the white metal door at the very end. “I can’t believe that we are less than a month away from auditions,” I confess.

      Eric snorts. “I auditioned for San Francisco last week. We are firmly within audition season, I think.”

      “I did Atlanta two weeks ago,” Ella adds. “It was nice to get to see my folks. I didn’t want them to realize that I will choose Atlanta as a last resort, though. I’ve got my eyes on someplace here in New York.”

      “Yeah, I really want to stay here,” I say, nodding. “I’m actually only applying to a few places.”

      Eric shakes his head and hikes his duffel bag up on his arm. “I applied to ten companies. I want options.”

      I reach the doorway at the end of the hall first. Shouldering it open, I shiver against the cool New York City fall. As I hold the door for Ella and Eric, I glance at the soon to be setting sun where it peeks out from a gap between two towering skyscrapers.

      The three of us walk toward the busy sidewalk. At this hour, the streets of Manhattan are packed with people of every description. Every color, every gender, every sexual orientation. It makes me breathe a little easier.

      In New York City, I have a lot more anonymity and autonomy than I could ever have found if I’d just stayed in buttoned up, privileged Hartford. That’s where my family is from and probably one of my least favorite places on the planet.

      I heave a sigh as we all begin to head our separate ways.

      “I’ll catch you guys later,” I say, shooting Eric and Ella both a little smile.

      “Have fun working at the laundromat,” Eric says, lifting a hand in a wave.

      My cheeks stain red again. I definitely don’t work at a laundromat. That’s just the first thing that came to mind when Eric first asked me about my job. “Thanks,” I manage.

      “Bye,” Ella says, already moving away.

      I turn and start walking quickly toward the closest subway station. Pulling my cell phone out to check the time, I see that I’ve missed three calls from home. Sucking in a deep breath, I realize that I don’t have time to call my father back. That causes a ripple of unease to slide down my spine.

      My father doesn’t have the best temperament when I am at his beck and call; when I miss his phone calls, he morphs into a sinister, dark character with a serious anger problem.

      But I absolutely cannot be late for work. I need this job too much to screw around and get fired. Maybe if I am very lucky, I’ll be able to call my dad back while I make the quick trip from the station to the club…

      Chewing on my lower lip, I shove my phone into my duffel bag and hurry down the steps to the subway.
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      I throw open the door to my penthouse loft, peering down at a young brunette. In her black pencil skirt, white button up blouse, and black peacoat, she’s dressed for the office. Her dark hair is pinned up in a messy bun and she clutches several binders and file folders to her chest.

      “Hi,” she says, smiling a little breathlessly. “Mr. Fordham?”

      I lean out of the doorway, glancing around at the neat white waiting room. If I was hoping for some sign of who this girl is, I’m disappointed. There is no one else with her except the closing doors of the elevator.

      “How did you get up here?” I ask.

      Her cheeks color. “I asked the man at the front desk to allow me to bring you some things from work.”

      I stare at her, trying to puzzle out what exactly she means. I feel caught off guard and a little bit underdressed; I make it a rule to wear a full three piece suit everywhere but here at my home and at dance rehearsal.

      When I don’t answer right away, she blushes and tucks her hair behind her ear. “Maybe you don’t recognize me. I’m Amy? I work as a personal assistant at Indica Tech corporate. I’m one of your PAs.”

      I breathe out through my nose, my lips twisting. “Is there a reason you are bothering me at my home, Amy?”

      She sucks in a breath. “I brought you the sales reports. They took longer than I thought, so you’d already left the office by the time they were done. And I know that they carry sensitive information, so…” She flashes a timid smile. “Here I am.”

      I arch a brow. Amy’s story is bullshit. There were at least four people that I already know that she could have given a report to. So her being here is for some other reason.

      Eying her up and down, I heave a sigh. Backing up, I wave her into the foyer of my apartment. “Come in.”

      She tucks her hair behind her ear again and gives me a wide-eyed look. It’s tinged with a little longing.

      Ah. That’s why she’s here. Why she broke several rules at work just to be strolling in my front door right now.

      I smirk a little. Amy wants to catch my eye. She wants me to kiss her, to seduce her. Hell, she probably wants a big fucking ring on top of all that.

      It’s what women seem to want from me ever since my business went public at a hundred dollars a share.

      I don’t bother to close the front door. Instead, I stick out a hand and cock my head. “Well?”

      Amy swallows, her eyes darting toward the sleek, dark furnishings of the next room. She fumbles around, producing a sheaf of papers.

      I snatch them from her hand, giving the top sheet a cursory examination. Amy rocks on her feet a little nervously, glancing again at the living room.

      “Do you mind if I just put my things down so I can fix my heel?” she asks.

      I narrow my eyes on her face, folding the sheaf of paper in half. “If you must.”

      She hurries into my expansive, elegant living room with some awe. Everything in this room looks expensive because it is; made of teakwood and dark leather, the furniture in here practically shouts I’m wealthy.

      Amy collapses on a couch as I follow her into the room. I cross my arms and shoot her a little glare. She pushes the binders a little ways away from her on the couch, pulling one of her shoes off.

      She looks up at me as she massages her foot. “Thanks for letting me sit, Mr. Fordham. Or do you prefer Calum?”

      I squint at her. “Whatever gets you the fuck out of here the fastest.”

      She blushes. “You’re too much, Calum! I can’t believe I’m in your house. If you’d asked me this morning, I’d have told you that you were crazy.”

      Her words strike the wrong note for me. Either she’s smart and she’s been planning this for a long time… or she’s dumb and just an opportunist.

      She’s either dishonest or sloppy. Neither of which I find particularly appealing in the women I sleep with.

      Just like that, the decision is made. I’m not going to entertain this woman tonight.

      I whip out my phone, sending a text to my brother, who is already on his way here anyway. Then I give Amy a cold little smile.

      “You’re either a liar or a slob,” I say, enunciating every word. “Either way, you fucked things up. Bringing this report here without checking in with your supervisors was extremely risky, Amy.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to say—“

      I cut her off with a sharp shake of my head. “I don’t know what you were hoping to get out of coming to my house and invading my space. Maybe you just wanted to see the inside of your billionaire boss’s home. Maybe your motivations are more nefarious.” I shrug my shoulders. “Either way, I think it’s safe to say you made an error.”

      Her chin wobbles. Her big brown eyes are wide and brimming with tears.

      Seeing her reaction just makes me angrier. I pace around her in circles, shoving a hand through my dark undercut hair.

      “Mr. Fordham, if you will just let me explain,” she says. Her voice sounds breathy; any moment now, she will burst into tears.

      It makes me hate her. Her presumptive, weakness, her assumption that I couldn’t resist her because I’m a red blooded male… it turns my stomach. Tonight Amy finally lit the touch paper by bringing me reports that rightfully should’ve been given to me hours ago.

      This is why I usually only sleep with high class escorts. I dictate the terms, they accept them. It’s all a transaction to them and I’m left with zero guilt or remorse.

      “Do you think I got to be the CEO of Indica Tech from filing reports late?” I bite off.

      She draws a breath, shaking her head. “No, sir.”

      I crumple up the report in my hands, disgusted. “No. I didn’t get all this,” I wave my hands to indicate our surroundings. “This penthouse in downtown Manhattan, the offices in Midtown, my fleet of cars and private planes, Indica Tech, and Indica Charities. None of it was earned through the kind of sloppy work that you have been showing recently.”

      Her throat works. Tears brim in her eyes, spilling over on one side. She gives her head a sharp shake. “I understand.”

      I cock my head, staring at her. “Do you?” I look her up and down. “If you want to keep working here, you’ll do better. Turn things in on time. Dress appropriately for work. And under no circumstances should you ever just drop by your boss’s home with such a flimsy excuse.”

      Her eyes widen. “Are you going to fire me?”

      I roll my eyes, shaking my head. “No. I don’t fire people. I’m too important to have to deal with that.”

      Right on cue, my brother Lucas appears in the doorway of the living room. Tall, broad, dark haired, and wearing a navy three piece suit, he could be my twin.

      “Firing people is my job,” he says, smiling thinly. He beckons to her. “Come along, Miss Blankenship. We should talk.”

      That’s when she starts crying. She turns to me as if I’m about to save her. I think that this is perhaps the first time she has ever been rejected so soundly; first sexually, and now she’s about to lose her job.

      I make a shooing motion with my hand. “Get the fuck out.”

      She leaves my living room in a hurry, running past Lucas. He heaves a sigh, pushes off the doorframe, and trails after her.

      I pace to the window, staring out at the dazzling view of downtown New York City. The sun has just sunk below the horizon and now the lights on the surrounding buildings are starting to come on.

      I take a deep breath, willing my body to stop shaking. When I get angry, which is about once an hour, the emotion washes through me like a blood red wave. When I get furious, like I am right now, it’s a struggle not to let the anger swallow me whole.

      Anger has driven me far through life, all the way from our dingy childhood apartment to the most expensive penthouse in New York. It’s what pushed me to be the best when I was a dancer; it put a chip on my shoulder that was so big, it brought the dance world to kneel at my feet.

      I glance at my platinum wristwatch, grinding my teeth. Seven o’clock. A little early to be drinking, yes. But today was exceptionally trying. Turning to my bar cart, I uncork the Scotch and pour myself a couple of fingers.

      “Go ahead and make me one too.”

      I glance back at my brother, my gaze narrowing. “That was fast.”

      He shrugs a single shoulder. “She was ready to get out the door.”

      I snort derisively. “I bet.”

      My hands have stopped shaking as I pour the second drink. My brother, for all his faults, often provides the needed distraction at times like this.

      I hand him the glass of scotch and walk to the other side of the room, sinking into my favorite chair. “I can’t believe that she just showed up here, expecting…” I trail off for a second. “I don’t actually know what she expected, honestly.”

      Lucas loosens his tie as he sits down on a black velvet and teakwood chair. “She expected to become Mrs. Fordham, I think. She said that she thought you liked her.”

      I wave a hand. “I’m done talking about her. Tell me what you found out today.”

      His expression hardens. “You should really be in the meetings with Omni, Calum. The CEO Jack Schwartz asked where you were and when he would meet you.”

      I push my cheek out with my tongue. “I’m trying to acquire his business and make him a rich bastard. He should be grateful, not asking questions.”

      “Well, he’s still asking. Apparently he is quite religious and he’s very concerned about selling to a degenerate. He actually gave me a whole lecture about how most billionaires get their money from unscrupulous sources and spend it on ungodly things. He really seemed focused on that.”

      “I fail to see how that has anything to do with me.”

      “Well, he asked why you aren’t married. He said that he’s skeptical that you two share the same vision, being that you haven’t ever married.” He scrunches up one side of his face. “I got the distinct impression that he was trying to make sure that you aren’t gay.”

      I let out a surprised half laugh. “So what if I was?”

      My brother steeples his fingers. “I think it would be a no-go.”

      “That’s disgusting. If he didn’t invent this new type of block chain cryptocurrency, I would tell him to fuck off.” I lean forward, jabbing a finger into the dark wood of the coffee table. “I want that company, Lucas.”

      He holds up a hand. “I would argue that you need his company to develop IndicaTech any further.”

      I glare at him. “I don’t need anyone outside of this room, Lucas.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Well, I have a bit of good news. It turns out that you and Jack have something in common.” His lips curve upward. “His young daughter is heavily involved with ballet. He supports the New York Ballet, among other companies. From what I’ve found out, he is second only to you in terms of his patronage to their cause.”

      That gives me pause. I came from the world of ballet, back before I was a businessman. “That’s… interesting,” I allow.

      “That’s a way in,” he says. “Use your mutual love of the ballet to your advantage.”

      I suck in a breath, thinking. “It would put me closer to Honor.”

      “I saw that the New York Ballet is going to do Sleeping Beauty in the spring. Maybe they need some sort of hands-on help.”

      I purse my lips. “Honor doesn’t like that ballet, the last time I checked. She had her heart set on playing Giselle in the spring.”

      He rolls his eyes at me. “Honor this, Honor that. Look, the prima at the New York Ballet has never even looked your way, brother. Just because you are the primary source is financial support for the ballet doesn’t mean Honor is going to sleep with you.”

      “I’m not expecting her to,” I growl.

      Lucas purses his lips and gives me a droll look. “It’s obvious enough that you are expecting that, Calum. You should forget her. As I’ve said before, you should be focusing on someone else.” He draws in a breath, shaking his head. “Anyone else. One of the long list of ladies that you are plowing your way through.”

      My expression tightens a fraction. “I’m only twenty nine, Lucas. How many other men do you know that have risen from nothing to cradle the world in the palm of their hand?”

      He sips the scotch, rising to his feet. “That’s not really the point, is it?”

      “That’s exactly the point.” I scowl at him. “Where are you off to?”

      He places his glass on the bar cart, cracking his knuckles. He hesitates for the slightest moment before folding his arms across his chest. “I’m on my way to drop some necessities off for Anita. Her nursing home called me and asked for a list of things.”

      At the sound of her name, my fist clenches around the glass tumbler. I struggle to keep my expression smooth and untroubled, but inside my guts roil.

      “We have plenty of people to run those kinds of errands,” I say evenly. “Send one of them.”

      Lucas rolls his eyes. “It’s fine. I want to check in on her.”

      I narrow my eyes. “We don’t owe her a damn thing, Lucas. Trust me,” I grit out.

      He turns toward the door, shaking his head. “After mom died, Anita took us in and raised us. She gave us warmth and security out of the goodness of her own heart. It doesn’t seem like something that we should take for granted, no matter how far we’ve risen in the world since.”

      I know that he is ignorant of Anita’s… needs. He’s two years younger than me and I have done my best to keep him in the dark.

      But damn if his words don’t rankle me.

      I glare at his back as he leaves. “Anita didn’t do a fucking thing that didn’t benefit her in some way. Just because you only see the ocean’s surface does not mean that the sharks have all stopped circling.”

      He gives me half a wave as he leaves, leaving me alone with my bitter thoughts.

      For a second, I think I can smell the heavy floral scent that Anita used to wear. Closing my eyes briefly, I see her reaching for me, a dangerous glint in her eyes. I clench every muscle in my body against her touch. In my mind’s eye, she lets down her waterfall of dark, heavy hair. Her deep voice wafts over me. She pulls my hand up to rest on her breast, never dropping my gaze.

      Don’t you want to thank me, Calum?

      I shake my head to clear that image, opening my eyes. My stomach lurches. I shoot to my feet, throwing back the last of my Scotch.

      Suddenly, I feel the burning need to go to Club X.
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      I frown down at my cell phone as another missed call goes to voicemail. I’ve now missed seven phone calls from my dad. Taking a deep breath, I turn the phone off completely and slip it into my locker.

      My dad is probably leaving me another hate filled voicemail as we speak. If he knew where I am right now, knew what I was about to do to earn money, he would scream so loudly that I’m pretty sure he would have an aneurysm.

      But I have to earn money. Enough money to pay my father back for every last cent he’s ever spent on teaching me to become a perfect, graceful ballerina. I’ve calculated the cost and it is well over two hundred thousand dollars.

      He’s made it very clear that unless I come up with the money, I will follow his rules and do whatever he says until the day I die.

      That knowledge slithers through my stomach as I close my locker and spin the combination.

      “Lily, Brandie, Misty!” A dark-suited man sits by the door, reading off names. “One minute warning, girls.”

      Behind me, the dancers’ changing room is loud and busy. Huge makeup mirrors and well-lighted white desks line one wall. White director’s chairs are placed at intervals, each one of them currently supporting a stripper. They talk to each other as they lean close to the mirrors and perfect their lip gloss or apply another layer of blush.

      I slide into the seat at the very end, feeling self conscious. I’m wearing what amounts to a tiny black bikini underneath a white kimono with clear six inch stilettos. My hair is teased and blown out, my makeup looks almost garish under the room’s soft lights.

      For any other job, I would look insane. Sliding a glance down the row of dancers, I feel like I fit in just fine.

      “Candi, Baby, Daisy,” the man sitting next door the door reads off. “You’re up next, ladies.”

      The dancer to my left gets up just as Mia struts in the room. She sees me and comes over, her caramel-colored body glistening with baby oil and glitter. She clutches the top to her red bikini in one hand, tossing it on the desk as she throws herself into the chair beside me.

      “Fucking cheap assholes,” she says, sounding perky even though she’s complaining.

      She produces a neat wad of cash from the red triangle of fabric between her legs, shaking her head. She starts counting the cash as she glances at me. “I got a bunch of frat boys. They’ve obviously never been to a spot this nice and they didn’t behave themselves. And to top it all off? They hardly tipped anything, even when I took them back to the private rooms. It was basically a huge waste of my time.”

      I scrunch up my face. “I hope you told security to kick them out.”

      She chuckles. “You’re damn right I did.”

      I glance at her outfit, noticing a snag in her fishnets. I perk up. “You can fix that,” I say, pointing it out to her. “A little hairspray and some clear nail polish will do the trick.”

      Mia flashes me a puzzled glance. “Girl, I do not have time to be fixing a pair of tights. The men like to rip them, I throw them away and buy new ones. It’s the circle of life.”

      A tall, dark skinned dancer in a black babydoll dress stands up. “Anybody got some baby wipes? I ran out.”

      Mia glances over at her, then looks back at me, rolling her eyes. She leans closer to me. “No way am I giving that bitch anything. We double teamed a bachelor party together last week and I think she stole from me.”

      My eyes widen. “Really?”

      Mia nods, wrinkling her nose. “Yep. I have no time or energy for these hoes. I’m busy working it, trying to find a patron.”

      I pause. “A patron?”

      She looks at me with a sigh. “Yes. A patron. Someone that will pay for my services. Someone with a fat wallet that will take me out of here.”

      I bite my lip. “Pay for you to strip privately, you mean?”

      She huffs out a laugh. “No, honey. Any man can get that here for a few hundred dollars. A patron gets you any way he wants it, as often as he feels like it. In exchange, he pays for an apartment, a car service, all the fancy clothes you could want…” She looks at herself in the mirror, leaning close to examine her reflection. “I’ve heard that a few girls even married their patrons.”

      My eyes widen. “Oh! That’s pretty huge. I wonder what those girls did to get noticed?”

      She shrugs, eyeing a group of girls coming through the door. I turn and look at them, laughing and wearing street clothes.

      “New girls,” Mia says, smacking her lips. “They all just turned eighteen, I bet. And they’re wearing designer labels. If I had to put money on it, I would guess that they live at home with their rich daddies, who don’t know that their little girls come here to get their ho on at night.”

      I purse my lips. “I bet you said something similar about me not that long ago.”

      “True. You have proven yourself, though. If your daddy has money, you wouldn’t know it from looking at you.” She pauses. “No offense. I’m just saying you don’t act entitled.”

      I blow out a breath. “I am actually working here, trying to earn money to pay my dad back for private school. I’m never, ever going to owe anything to anyone ever again after working here for a year.”

      She arches a brow. “Owing your dad sounds like some white nonsense. You should be saving every penny and looking for ways to get to the next level.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I already told you, girl. A patron.” Her gaze catches on my white kimono. “I wouldn’t wear that out on stage. It’s too light colored. It’ll give you little fuzzy white balls in your armpits.”

      I glance down at my kimono, biting my lower lip. “I’m not planning on wearing it out there. It’s just for comfort in here.” Smiling, I stand up and head back to my locker. I swap the white kimono out for a black version, figuring it’s better safe than sorry. “I am thinking of doing something a little different with my first routine, though.”

      Mia leans forward, snagging her top and putting it on. “More fancy ballet shit?”

      My face goes hot red. “Yeah. You think it’s a bad idea? I’m still on my month of probation with Club X…”

      She looks at her teeth in the mirror, checking for lipstick. “I think you made a shit ton of money when you did that standing on your toes bit last week. Anybody would be crazy to tell you not to do it.”

      She eases out of her chair, her long legs gleaming as she stalks over to the lockers. I follow her, shrugging out of my kimono. As I put the robe away in my lockers, I whisper to Mia. “Hey, remember how I told you that I’m a dancer during the day too?”

      She’s changing into a different bikini, this one black pleather. “Uh… yeah, I guess I remember.”

      I scrunch up my face. “No one at my day job knows about this place. And vice versa. It’s like… very much not allowed for ballerinas to…” I suck in a breath. “You know, dance for guys.”

      She closes her locker, favoring me with a smile. “Your secret is very much safe with me, honey.”

      “Cerise, Fawn, Latisha,” the bored employee announces. “One minute till showtime.”

      Cerise. That’s me. I take a deep breath, looking toward the doorway.

      “See you a little later,” I tell Mia. She smiles at me, counting her money again.

      I totter toward the doorway, trying to make myself into Cerise. I start with my walk. Head held high, shoulders pulled back, arms nice and loose, lengthen my strides.

      When I’m playing Cerise, I’m confident. Smiling. Teasing. Winking.

      She likes men to look at her, to fawn over her tits and ass, to rain singles down as she slithers on the pole. She’s my opposite in so many ways. I’ve never dated anyone, much less had strange men touch me as boldly as my customers will tonight.

      Cerise is confident and worldly, I am introverted and naive. It’s just easier to be Cerise for a while, a mask that I can slip off and leave in my locker at the end of the night.

      Heading down the dark little hallway to the stage, I mount the steps and wait for the emcee to announce me. My heart rate rises. My smile stays plastered in place. In the seconds before I go onstage, it feels the same as it does when I’m waiting in the wings in my tutu and pointe shoes.

      “Now appearing on the main stage, it’s Cerise!”

      My heart beat sounds like a drum in my ears. My music comes on, MIA’s “Bad Girls”. At the sound of the first notes, a switch is flipped for me.

      There is a spotlight illuminating a shiny stripper pole on Club main stage. Everything around it is dim, made more so by my singleminded focus. I strut out onto the darkened stage, barely seeing the audience. All I can see is the stage, bare, waiting for me.

      A shiver of excitement slides up my spine. I reach out for the pole, caressing it with one hand as I turn to face the audience. I don’t really see them, though. Just the bright stage lights down front.

      I grin and skim my fingers down my hip, biting my lip. Turning toward the pole, I slip my shoes off. As soon as I grip the pole and push onto my toes, a few whistles leave the crowd. I go into point briefly and the face away from the audience, leaning against the plot as I slide down into splits. I raise my arms over my head and then swing my hip around, grinding the ground beneath me. I keep a look of pleasure on my face as I get up, quickly turning it into climbing the pole and artfully sliding down. I step away from the pole and arch my back.

      Taking a deep breath, I move away and focus on the audience members. A cluster of men in the front row grab my attention by waving a hundred dollar bill. I slide over to them, a knowing smirk on my face, and get on my knees. Plucking the bill from the customer, I push my breasts together and squeeze them. At the same time I spread my knees farther apart and run my hand down to the band of my bikini. Feeling naughty, I make sure to cup my pussy and pluck at my nipple, all the while making eye contact with the stage man.

      Then I get on my stomach, never breaking eye contact, and slowly roll my ass so that I hump the floor in slow motion.

      I don’t see his reaction. I have no idea if it’s good or not. I’m just sucked into the performative nature of that slow body roll.

      When I finally get up, I spread my legs wide and skim my bottoms down my legs. Bending over, I make sure that the customer gets the first look at my pussy.

      Then I stride back to the pole. I lean my ass on the pole facing the audience, sliding down, an orgasmic expression on my face. Dollar bills rain down from above as I complete my splits, reaching above me to help myself back up. This time I go on my tiptoes with one foot, lifting the other high above my head. I lower my leg to the floor and raise my torso, steadying myself as my arms come up in an arch above my head.

      I tear off my top, my breasts bouncing free. I climb the pole again and wrap my legs around it, dropping the piece of fabric and letting my entire body fall backward oh so slowly.

      I let myself slide down until my hands can touch the floor. Then I gracefully round into a back bend and rise once more. Composing myself for a moment, I lift onto my tiptoes and execute a half-pirouette. Planting my right foot, I sweep my left leg skyward, then fold my body into the splits again.

      All of this takes just a heart beat… or so it seems. Before I know it, the song shifts. The applause makes me turn pink.

      I blink a few times and then run down to the end of the stage, collecting the cascade of dollar bills that I earned. After I sweep up most of them and grab my bikini, I hurry off stage. A minute later, I have my bikini on again and the money stashed in a little locked drop box beside the stage.

      I didn’t really have time to count, but the dollar bills felt weighty against my palm. One more step closer to independence.

      I strut out to see at least five tables signaling to me that they want a private dance.

      That’s the least favorite part of my night. But at least guys are interested in what I can provide… I credit Mia with giving me tip to improve my onstage presence.

      Lifting my chin, I’m about to walk toward the closest table when one of the dark-suited managers raises his hand to me.

      I shoot him an odd look, but he continues waving me over. I look at the table of customers, hold up a single finger, and then scoot over to the bar.

      He sniffs, rubbing his nose. “You got a guy waiting for you in the platinum room, darlin. The customer isn’t a regular but he’s very rich and very private. This customer is to be treated with kid gloves, you got it? Whatever he wants, you give.” He looks me up and down. “Whatever’s legal, anyway.”

      I am absolutely sure that he means all but the last part. My heart rate picks up. I nod my head, glancing at the tables.

      “Hey,” the manager says, snapping his fingers in front of my face. “Don’t worry about them. Worry about the guy in the platinum room. You could easily make three or four times as much tonight as you would’ve normally. Now get going.”

      Eyes widening, I nod and scurry toward the Club’s staircase. I bite my lip, trying not to look worried. Usually I’m not called in when customers choose dancers for the luxurious private rooms. Then again, it’s only been a few days since Mia gave me a critique to earn more on stage.

      Maybe it has started to work. Maybe it is really my time to shine.

      As I climb the stairs, I try to convince myself that I deserve to be called back to the most expensive private room of all.
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      I recline on the red velvet booth of Club X’s platinum room, sipping a tumbler of expensive whiskey. My eyes are focused on the gleaming silver pole in the center of the room. Beneath it, low lights seep from the bottom of an elevated stage. The walls and floors all echo the same shade of dusty, iridescent red.

      A low melody is pumped through unseen speakers, the sound brash against my ears. As I look up at the door, I see the top of the blonde’s head through the open doorway as she climbs the last few stairs.

      Anticipation slides down my spine. I take her in as she mounts the steps. Long blonde hair, blown out to fall over her slim shoulders in a gleaming mass. Tawny hazel eyes, high cheekbones, a pert nose, and a small slick of hot pink on her mouth. Her lips alone are an invitation, parting as she lays eyes on me.

      My gaze slips down to the rest of her body. She wears a sheer white kimono, an iridescent black bikini underneath that, and tall silver heels. Her tits are pushed up, looking small but tempting. As she stops at the door to toe off her heels, she turns and gives me a glimpse of her long legs and fantastic ass.

      She’s a dead ringer for Honor. At another time, in another setting, she could be the delicate prima ballerina. The same one that broke my heart back when I was young and foolish enough to still believe in that fairytale.

      She enters the platinum room quietly, tilting her head as she takes me in. “I’m Cerise.” She swings her hips as she struts toward me, her eyes wide and innocent.

      Like she doesn’t work in this fucking club and make her money by grinding on strange men. Like she isn’t working me right now, trying to figure out my weaknesses.

      Her feigned innocence does something to me. It makes my cock hard, yes. But it also makes me think dark thoughts.

      Violent thoughts.

      My mouth tightens just a little. “You can call me Mr. X.”

      Her eyebrows lift just a fraction as she comes close to me, putting a hand on the velvet booth. She leans down, giving me a peek of her creamy cleavage. “You want me to dance for you, X?”

      My cock stirs. Her tits are small and firm, pressed up by her bikini top. I drag my eyes up to her face, my voice erupting in a guttural rumble.

      “Mr. X,” I correct her sharply. “And yes. I want you on the pole.”

      She flashes me a smile. She turns, hips swaying, and heads back toward the door. “How long do you want me, baby?”

      She presses a discreet button and her music comes on, sultry and low. She turns toward me, an eyebrow lifting. “Is this loud enough?”

      I couldn’t care less about the music, honestly. Chances are that if it was made in the last hundred years, I won’t like it anyway.

      I flap my hand, uninterested. “I’ll buy all of your time tonight, Cerise. Just hurry the fuck up. I want to see you dance like you did downstairs. That’s why I chose you.”

      Her cheeks stain hot pink. She glances at the floor for a moment. “You saw me dance on stage?”

      As she asks, she starts moving toward the pole. Hopping onstage, she starts to approach it. I sit back, feeling my pulse pick up.

      “That’s right,” I say. I try to play it cool as though she’s not about to take her clothes off and try to make me horny. Sucking in a deep breath, I tell myself to relax.

      She hops up onto the platform and starts gyrating her hips, running her hands up through her hair and down the front of her body. Her eyes close and then pop open for a moment, pinning me in place as she rubs the silky material covering her pussy.

      Something about her expression, a heavy lidded innocence, really fucking turns me on. She’s like a virgin giving off fuck me eyes for the very first time.

      I know it’s all a show. I know that it can’t be real. But I let myself sink into the moment, let myself be swept along by the tide.

      Cerise grabs the pole and swings around it, undulating her body. I tilt my head to the side and bite my lower lip. She climbs the pole deftly, leaning out and then letting her back bow until she touches the floor with her hands. She does the splits in midair, her kimono falling so that I can see her legs and her material covered pussy.

      “Take off your robe,” I order.

      A little smirk appears on her face. She dismounts the pole by doing a roundoff, then gives me a sultry look. She unties her kimono slowly and then shrugs out of it, leaving her in the black bikini.

      I take a sip of my whiskey, trying not to show how base my thoughts are. I’m excited by the slight curves of her hips as she dances before me. She bows before coming back up very slowly, never breaking eye contact with me.

      Then she grabs onto the stripper pole with one hand and lifts onto her tiptoes. Her arm arches gracefully above her head. She leans forward, extending her leg behind me. I trace the curve as it lifts behind her.

      When I saw her do this move before, I thought that perhaps she had some ballet training. But now I think it’s more than that.

      My lovely little ballerina is truly talented and well trained. The fact that Cerise is working here at Club X is a puzzle. She’s been involved in a hardcore ballet program somewhere, I can tell. Unless she has recently quit, she is doing something very forbidden in the ballet world.

      I sit back and watch her climb the pole again, hiding a smirk. Moonlighting here is a definite no no, whether her program explicitly says so or not.

      The song shifts just as she pulls on the strings of her top.

      “Cerise,” I command. “Come here.”

      I pat my thigh. She blushes, climbing to her feet. Her hips sway as she pads over to me. Her cheeks color again when she stands over me, leaning forward to push my shoulders back against the red velvet booth.

      As she looks me right in the eye, I wonder how she manages to blush on cue. I know it’s doubtless a manipulation of some sort. But I have to say, it’s working on me. I can feel myself falling under her spell.

      Especially when she straddles my lap and sinks down so that I feel the exquisite pleasure of her ass against my thighs. My instinct is to grab her, to take control.

      I am always in control.

      But I just ball my hands into fists and tense my whole body.

      “You should be mine,” I tell her, looking at her perfect little tits.

      She puts her hands up against the booth behind my head. “I am yours, Mr. X. You can ask me for anything tonight.”

      I scowl. “What if I want you at my beck and call? Hmm?”

      I raise a hand and push her hair off her neck. It’s so fucking silky and soft against my fingers.

      Cerise shakes her head. “I don’t know.”

      She rolls her body, grinding against my cock. My eyes narrow on her face.

      “I could be your patron. That’s what all the girls here want, isn’t it?”

      Her brow wrinkles. “Too much talking. Not enough dancing. Don’t you agree?”

      I clench my jaw. I think she just found a polite way to tell me to shut up. Then again, she’s pretty much dry humping me. I try to relax, try to focus on the softness of her skin, the gentle hint of rose that wafts off her neck, the warmth of her pressed against me.

      It’s almost like intimacy and just as addictive.

      She looks me in the eye; I can see from this close that her eyes are tawny brown with green flecks. She presses her hands against my chest, biting her lip, and leans close to my ear.

      I’m not sure what I’m expecting, but she just lets out the breathiest sound, the tiniest of moans. She grinds her body against mine as she grabs my hands and brings them to her waist.

      “Fuck,” I grit out. I’m surprised at how this girl has managed to turn me out. I lift a hand and plunge it into her hair, wishing more than anything I could pull her in for a kiss.

      Of course, I can think of other ways that she could please me… My eyes are glued on her mouth, imagining her on her knees, opening those lips, sucking my fucking cock.

      My cock is currently pressed between our bodies; each time she grinds on it or rolls her body, I come a little bit closer to doing something very, very wicked to my little ballerina.

      “Tell me something,” I whisper. “Do you know how much this turns me on?”

      She blushes and grins. She undulates her body, rolling it against me, and cocks a brow. “Why don’t you tell me?”

      Instinctively, my grip tightens in her hair. She’s so dainty as she rides my lap, so angelic and yet so fucking dirty. She gasps in surprise as I start to move against her, thrusting my cock up between our bodies.

      She stills for the barest moment; I seem to have crossed one of her boundaries though she doesn’t say so.

      I take my hand out of her hair and return it to her waist, knowing that I could easily snap and take things too far.

      I’ve done it before.

      Hell, I’ve even done it at this club, in this booth. I’ve definitely gone all the way from kissing to fondling to being blown by a stripper.

      There is something holding me back from Cerise, though. I don’t know if it’s the fact that she’s obviously had ballet training or the faux innocence that she projects. Maybe it’s her smell, a vague splash of rose but nothing too fake or flashy.

      But I look into her eyes and something echoes between us. A longing, perhaps.

      I wish I was the kind of man that she thinks I am. She probably just sees wealth and good looks when she looks at me.

      But beneath that scarily thin veneer lies something so twisted and so dark that there is no chance at redemption. Not for me.

      Cerise drags me from my thoughts by pushing up off my lap and sinking to her knees. She rubs her hands up and down my thighs, biting her plump lower lip and making eye contact with me. She lowers her head and kisses my thigh.

      My eyes close for a second. Shivers of anticipation run through my veins. She’s barely even touching my leg. I haven’t felt this kind of crackling excitement since I was a teenager.

      God, if Honor ever touched me like this, ever sat on my lap and ground against my cock, I—

      I don’t even know that I’m going to come before it’s already happening. By the time I realize that my balls are tingling, it’s already too late. I’m literally so surprised that I don’t even warn her that I’m about to come. I don’t say anything; my brain and my mouth are both too out of it to do more than whisper, “oh fuck.”

      The orgasm bursts over me and spurts out the tip of my cock, which twitches like it is fucking possessed. It’s like a dam of pleasure has suddenly broken open. From the top of my head all the way down to my toes, I feel my endorphins pumping into my bloodstream, causing a moment of pure euphoria.

      Cerise swipes her hand too close to my dick and gets a wet, sticky palm print. She looks at her hand, then looks up at me. Her eyes widen with genuine shock.

      “Oh, Mr. X—” she starts, blushing furiously.

      As if she’s never seen it before. As if she didn’t work for it, teasing me. As if she didn’t cause it to happen.

      I shut down.

      “Move,” I bark at her.

      She scrambles back, standing up. My mouth twists into a grimace as I pull a card from my pocket. It’s all black with a shiny stripper pole outlined in red. I force the card into her hands.

      “Here. It’s five thousand dollars.”

      I turn toward the door, ready to leave. My heart still beats like a drum in my ears.

      “Wait, this is… for me?” she says, sounding a little taken aback.

      I pause, looking back at her. “It’s less than I make a minute. Take it.”

      Then I stride out of the room, leaving her standing there, mouth agape. I hurry out the club, pulling up my phone to text my limo driver. My hands are shaking a little as I step out onto the darkened street.

      Damn. Despite my best efforts, I still went way too far. I turn and look up at the club, a nondescript building on a street full of warehouses. I see a window open a few floors up; faintly, I think I can make out a pair of wide hazel eyes staring back at me.

      Cerise.

      As the limo pulls up, I get in the back seat, not bothering to wait for the door to be opened. I feel vaguely dirty. But as I give the order to head home, I already know the truth.

      I’ll be back to visit her.
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      “Shit, shit, shit,” I curse under my breath. I rush up the broad steps that lead to the three story gray stone building. My eye catches on the sharp angles of the big picture windows against the overcast morning sky. The New York Ballet building is a monolith, taking up half a New York City block.

      My left shoe is wearing dangerously thin. Even the newspapers I’ve shoved in the sole won’t save this pair for much longer. As I rush up the stone steps of New York ballet, I make a mental note to spend a little of my hard earned money on a new cheap pair of flats.

      I can see my ballet class gathering upstairs through the wide windows. I’m definitely going to be late. Tucking my head down, I push through the massive plate glass door, trying to calm my nerves.

      Every ounce of my energy should be focused on this visit to the hallowed halls that I’ve dreamt of for so long. But a part of me is distracted.

      Remembering with a shiver Mr. X’s gaze from the night before. Tall, dark, and handsome, he was the customer that every girl dreams about. He was so freaking hot, so demanding, and so on edge.

      As I hurry up the stylized concrete stairs to follow my class, I bite my lip. There was a moment when Mr. X suddenly went stiff last night. Only a few seconds later did I realize that he’d… finished… It honestly surprised the hell out of me.

      After that, he shoved a card carrying five thousand dollars at me and left abruptly. It all happened so fast that I just felt… confused, mostly.

      It also made me wonder about Mr. X’s life. Who was he? Aside from his money, I wanted to know more about him.

      I can still feel his deep blue gaze on my body as I rush along.

      I come up to the top of the stairs, seeing my class on the other end of the airy hallway, moving into the doors of the largest theater. I run to catch up with them, trying to look dignified in my gray sweater dress and heels.

      I miss the door closing by half a minute. When I push through the dark doors and enter the back of the theater, my dance teacher and several stoic looking New York Ballet representatives take note.

      I swallow and blush furiously, rushing to file into the rows of seats with the rest of my class.

      “Hurry up,” a silver haired man snaps at all of us. He is dressed in a light blue button up and dark slacks, but he has rolled up his sleeves and unbuttoned his top button. He’s classically handsome and very in shape. I would put money on his having been a dancer at some point.

      As I sink into the velvet seat, I notice that Eric moves to sit next to me. I blush and give him a little nod, but there is no time to whisper.

      “I’m Basil Smith,” the silver haired man announces, leaning against the wall of the stage. The stage behind him is dark, the curtains pulled tightly.

      I try not to think of just how badly I want to be a featured soloist, dancing on point on this exact stage. I want it so badly that I can actually hear the applause of a ghost audience echo throughout the great hall; badly enough that sweat begins to break out on the back of my neck at the thought of looming interviews for the company.

      “I am the main choreographer here at the New York Ballet. I’m joined today by Chase Gorley and Emma Rosenburg, who are on the NYB board.”

      He waves his hand to indicate the two people beside him. Emma is probably in her fifties and petite, with a dramatic sweep of shiny dark hair and an immaculate navy sheath dress. Chase reminds me of a lot of Club X customers; he is older than Emma by at least a decade, well dressed in a dark three piece suit, and carries a great deal more weight on his frame than anyone else in the room. He cocks his head, seeming unbothered by this, and studies all of us instead.

      “We have brought you all here today as the first part of our interview process,” Emma says. Her voice is high and reedy, her expression stern. “At the NYB, we want to evaluate each dancer on his or her strengths and see what they might add to our company. But just as important to the hiring process is making sure that all applicants get to know us and understand the unique and challenging environment of the company before continuing with the interviews.”

      Basil smirks a little at her words. “Yes. Thank you, Emma. We will be giving you a run down of the history of the New York Ballet as a company, followed by a dance class focusing on the rigors of the NYB.”

      Chase cuts in, his voice low and rough. “Only then do we start the interviews. And I have to say, we are selecting maybe five new dancers out of more than a thousand new applicants.”

      “Joining this company is very competitive,” Basil agrees. “Only the creme de la creme need apply.”

      Emma glances at her slender wristwatch. “Can we move things alone, Basil?”

      Basil gives her a look so cold, I swear I feel its icy chill all the way here in the back row of students. I glance over at Eric, arching a brow silently.

      His lips twist into a tiny smirk. He rolls his eyes.

      “Yes, thank you, Emma,” Basil says, his tone dry. “The New York Ballet was formed in 1947, with a rather spectacular roster of dancers—“

      A muffled scream comes from somewhere far behind the curtain that hangs heavy across the stage. It’s a woman’s voice, tinged with a French accent, growing closer as it rises in pitch.

      “You bastard!” she bleats. “You absolute… fucking… bastard!”

      Basil slowly turns toward the sound, his expression completely unsurprised. “Honor, darling! I’m holding a class here and we can all hear you.”

      That name gives me pause. Where have a I heard that before?

      But before I can focus on that, it’s swept away by muffled footsteps approaching the curtain.

      “Let go of me!” Honor shouts. “I’m going to tell everybody about our little affair, Mikhail!”

      The curtain moves like there is a scuffle going on just beyond it. Both of my eyebrows raise; the argument that Honor and Mikhail are clearly having couldn’t be choreographed better if they tried.

      Honor rips the black velvet curtain and stalks out on stage, shaking Mikhail off. She is lithe and blonde, dressed in a white leotard and a filmy white ballet skirt. She’s followed by a desperate-looking Mikhail, his black t-shirt and jeans setting off his silvering dark hair. He glances at his audience, his lips twisting in a grimace.

      “Let them all know!” Honor declares, sweeping her hand to indicate her audience. “Tell everyone what you just suggested when I told you that I was pregnant with your child.”

      Mikhail glances at us, shaking his head. When he finally speaks, his deep timbre is heavily inflected with Russian or Ukrainian.

      “Don’t,” he warns her. “Don’t make this public.”

      I can see Honor practically vibrating with rage. “No? You don’t want me to tell everybody out here? What, are you afraid that word will get back to your wife?”

      My eyes widen. I glance at Eric and see him mouthing, “oh shit!” to me. I nod. This is some really juicy drama, playing out right before our eyes.

      “You won’t get me to change my mind by telling a bunch of ballet students. Just have a scrape and be done with it!” he roars.

      My hand flies to my throat. My jaw drops. I could be wrong, but I think Mikhail just told his lover to get an abortion. There have long been whispers about what happens when a prima gets pregnant.

      I mean, you basically have to decide if you want your career to end or you want to continue dancing.

      A hush falls over the whole room when Mikhail shouts that. He clenches his teeth, looks at the audience, and growls at us. “Grow up, will you?”

      Basil straightens his spine, looking back and forth between the tearful ballerina and the fuming Russian. He raises his eyebrows.

      “Relationships between dancers and stage managers are explicitly forbidden. Mikhail, you are her teacher, for god’s sake. And Honor, you should know better. You’re a student, no matter how much you advance in the company. If I am reading this situation correctly…” He gestures to both of them pulling his fist in tight. “We have a big problem.”

      Honor lifts her chin defiantly. “I would say that we are beyond having a problem, Basil.”

      Basil shoots her a glare and then turns back to his audience. “I think we will have to reschedule this for another day.” He glances at Emma and Chase, who look livid. “Will you please lead your class out of the theater? Mikhail and Honor, let’s go to somewhere more private.”

      Honor shakes her head and storms off the stage. Mikhail casts a jaundiced eye over us as we are standing up, muttering to himself as he follows Honor.

      As soon as we get to the theater doors, the whispers of my classmates burst to life. I hear, “Can you believe that she just outed them both like that?”

      Then literally everyone is talking at once. I feel a tug at my elbow and find Ella there, giving me a wide eyed glance. She pats her elegantly pinned up hair as she wonders aloud.

      “Could you imagine having the balls to sleep with the prima ballerina and then telling her to get an abortion?”

      I shake my head vehemently. “No, I definitely can’t.”

      Eric catches up with us, easily taking up my other elbow. “Holy shit. That was insane. I thought that they were both playacting at first.”

      As we are herded down the echoing hallway, Ella wrinkles her nose. “I’ve heard that one in three ballerinas undergoes an abortion before they retire.”

      I roll my eyes. “That can’t be a real statistic. I don’t know about you, but I was put on an IUD when I turned sixteen.”

      Ella purses her lips at me. “Aren’t you a virgin?”

      My cheeks flame red. I bow my head, my eyes widening. “I am not!”

      A lie, yes. I’m ashamed to say that I’ve listened to my father’s explicit threats about what will happen if I ever sleep with anyone before I’m married.

      I’ll kill him, Kaia. If any man talks you into being his slut, I’ll string him up and watch him suffer.

      I duck my head. If my friends had the slightest clue about my home life, they would probably stop talking to me. I finally moved out of his house six months ago, but not without his scorn.

      You want to be independent? Fine. I’ve tallied up the expenses of raising you and putting you through ballet academy. Do you know how much you cost this family? Three hundred and twenty five thousand dollars, Kaia.

      I swallow. Three hundred and twenty five thousand dollars is a lot of money… and now that I’ve moved out of his house, that’s what I still owe my dad.

      It’s the only thing I’m focused on at this moment, other than dancing.

      I hastily sneak a peek at Eric, who looks completely unruffled by Ella’s revelation that I’m a virgin. He changes the subject, easing the panicked feeling in my chest.

      “What do you think happens to Mikhail and Honor? Do they get fired? Or just get scolded?”

      “Definitely fired. Ballet companies function with a level of trust. How can anyone at NYB ever trust either of them again?”

      Biting my lip, I clear my throat. “That could be good for us, actually. I mean, that means more spots open up in the corps, right?”

      Manon is just ahead of me. She turns her dark head at that, laughing cruelly. “Yeah, right. Let’s be real here. Your chances of getting picked to be in this company are basically zero. You should focus on finding a job teaching ballet at some kind of school for crippled children or something.”

      My heart thumps in my chest.

      Ella jumps right in before I can even really react. “You’re just pissed because your pill popping mom is in rehab again. Get a fucking life, Manon.”

      Manon glares at Ella. “Back at you, Affirmative Action Annie.”

      “Die in a fire, Barbie bitch,” Ella fires back.

      “Watch where you—“ Eric says.

      But before he can even get the thought out, Manon stumbles as she reaches the stairs. For a split second, it looks like she’s going to take a header straight down.

      But at the last moment, Manon’s friend Roxie reaches out and steadies her. Manon sends us back a superior look, tossing her head and click clacking down the marble stairs.

      Ella’s mouth curves into a smirk. “Entitled little priss. Anyway, let’s talk about Mikhail’s wife. Do either of you know who she is?”

      I shake my head, absorbed in the drama. As we walk out of the New York Ballet, I’m just really happy that I have friends that will stand up for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          

      

    

    







            CALUM

          

        

      

    

    
      Checking my watch, I consider leaving Emma’s office at the New York Ballet. I’m not accustomed to waiting for anybody, especially not for nearly fifteen minutes. I’m a firm believer that you teach people how to treat you.

      Heaving myself up off the sleek leather couch, I glance around the well-appointed office. My movement alarms the little redheaded secretary, whose cheeks flame bright red as I approach her in the doorway.

      She squeaks out. “Mr. Fordham, I’m sure if you wait for another minute or two—“

      I brush right past her, in no mood for her attempts to stall me. “Move.”

      She stares after me for a moment, then hurries to catch up with me. “I just know that Mrs. Rosenburg is tied up with—“

      A door down the hall in flung open with full force, several people spilling out of it all at once. I see Emma first, looking chic as ever in her dark blue dress. Beside her are her fellow board members, Chase and Mark.

      In front of all of them is Honor, bursting out of the room like a bullet leaving a gun. She holds her dark head high but she’s clearly sobbing, all but running down the hallway.

      Seeing her gives me pause. It slows my steps.

      What on earth is the prima ballerina doing running away in such hysterics?

      Mark scurries after her, calling her name. “Honor—“

      Chase notices me standing only twenty feet to his right. He snakes out a hand and catches Emma, jerking his head toward me. She looks at me, clearing her throat in a way that suggests she is embarrassed.

      It’s hard to tell with Emma though, as usual. Some combination of years of ballet training and Botox has wiped all expression from her face.

      She flattens her hands against her fitted skirt and tucks a strand of hair back behind her ear. “Calum. I’m sorry, I was obviously…” She looks down the hall after Honor, taking a deep breath. “We asked you to come in for a reason, as you can see.”

      I don’t know what reaction she’s looking for, so I play my cards close to my chest. I shrug, endeavoring to keep my expression neutral. “I’m going to need some kind of explanation.”

      She and Chase walk down the hall toward me. I give them a look, folding my arms across my chest. Emma flashes me what passes for a smile and ushers me back to her office.

      “Please,” she says. “Discretion is very important at this stage.”

      Turning around and shaking my head, I allow myself to be herded back into her office. She slinks behind the sleek metal desk; Chase plops down his considerable weight in a chair opposite. I remain standing, staring at them both. “What’s going on?”

      Chase purses his lips, glancing at Emma. “We found out that Honor and Mikhail are having an affair.” He gives me a flat look. “Not even really trying to keep it secret, either.”

      My eyebrows rise. My mouth contorts. “Wait, she’s fucking him? Willingly?” I scoff disbelievingly. “He’s so old!”

      Emma and Chase exchange a look. Emma leans her elbows on her desk, giving a dour look. “Yes. Not only are they having an affair, but Honor says that she’s pregnant with his child. The whole situation is horribly messy.”

      Chase grunts. “She told an entire class of ballet students all the sordid details too. Honor really made sure that there was no way to walk the information back.”

      Emma sighs, giving her head a tiny shake.

      “What’s going to happen to her?” I ask, frowning. Inside, I’m a mass of venomous snakes and white hot anger. But I keep a tight leash on it for now; this isn’t the time or the place to vent my fury.

      Emma frowns. Or at least I think she tries to. With all her facial fillers, I feel like I can’t really tell.

      “She and Mikhail are both fired. That’s what has to happen here. I see no other choice.”

      I wonder to myself if this is the break that I needed to get Honor to take me as a lover. I’ve lusted after her for years, having known her for well over a decade.

      “We thought that since you and Honor danced together at ballet academy, you might like to weigh in on how we should go about replacing Honor,” Chase says.

      I cock a brow. “Don’t you have two or three ballerinas ready and more than willing to step into her place?”

      Emma lays her hands flat on the desk. “There is no obvious replacement. We assumed we had two more years to find someone with that je ne sais pas.”

      Chase looks at his wristwatch. “You’d better tell him the other problem too, Emma.”

      I huff a laugh. “Other than not having a star to lead your spring productions?”

      Emma’s mouth twists. “We are also down a stage manager.”

      My eyes narrow. “I’m sure that someone could be lured away if the money is right. I’ve been pushing for someone to replace Mikhail for a year now.” I pause, tilting my head. “What about Stein? He seemed less than enthused about the Royal Ballet when I talked to him last year.”

      “He was already scooped up by the Paris Ballet,” Chase sighs.

      I lean forward. “You have tried whoever Stein replaced at the Paris Ballet, then? Who is it, Berger?”

      “We were hoping that we would pull in someone closer to hand, actually.” Emma gives a rueful little smile. “I know that it’s been five years since you last worked as a stage manager—“

      My eyebrows shoot up. “You’re kidding. Are you joking?” I give a startled chuckle. “You just finished telling me that you don’t have any stars and you are essentially rudderless without Mikhail. Which, by the way, I specifically warned you both about.”

      I fold my hands against my stomach and sit back, angry that they would even bother to ask me.

      “Look, Calum—“ Chase begins.

      I shake my head. “After I hurt myself dancing, I moved on with my life. I started Indica Tech. I started Indica Charity. The last three years alone, I’ve been insanely productive.”

      “We would donate your salary to your charity, obviously,” Emma says.

      “And a portion of the ticket sales as well,” Chase says. He shoots Emma a glare.

      I level them both with a glare. “You would be doing my charity a disservice, because my salary here would be just a fraction of what I normally earn.”

      Emma holds up a hand. “When you were a dancer here, didn’t you have to pull out of a show at the end?”

      I squint at her. “I was hurt doing a production of Sleeping Beauty, if that’s what you mean.”

      She bobs her head. “And you never got to stage manage a production of Sleeping Beauty, as far as I am aware.”

      “No.” I lean forward again, engaged. “Is that what you are offering as bait? The lure of doing something new?”

      Chase smirks. “Yes. We would need you for Sleeping Beauty and Giselle, two of the hardest ballets to dance or direct. And not that it matters, but there would also be some other smaller showcases, I imagine.”

      I sit back, pushing my cheek out with my tongue. None of what they are saying moves me in the least. But a lightbulb does go off in the back of my head. “If I took the position, you would have to inform the other patrons of the transition, wouldn’t you?”

      Emma and Chase share a glance. Emma clears her throat. “I suppose.”

      I smile a little. “I’m interested in doing business with one of your donors. Jack Schwartz.”

      Chase raises his eyebrows. “We could… maybe notify all the patrons? I mean, it wouldn’t be very hard to put together some sort of elegant engraved card or something.”

      “It would have to highlight how much I’ve given over the last few years and how grateful the company is for my continued good works.”

      “Of course,” Emma says. “We’ll state that we are very grateful to you.”

      I purse my lips. “I think that someone in my office will gladly put together a thoughtful reflection on my career and more importantly, on my charitable nature.”

      There is silence just then as Emma and Chase look at each other. It goes on for a little too long.

      I drum my fingers on the table, trying not to be offended. “I need you two to agree that I’m known for my good works above all else.”

      “Of course,” Emma says, eager to please me.

      I stare her down until she flushes a little.

      “Well?” Chase prompts. “Will you do it?”

      My mouth flattens. I raise a finger. “I’ll think about it,” I allow. “And I do mean think. I have a lot to consider.”

      Emma looks vaguely pleased. “We would so appreciate it, Calum.”

      “We’ll see,” I say, leaning back and shrugging a shoulder. “But regardless of whether or not I take the job, I need something from you.”

      Chase rubs his hands together, smiling. “What’s that?”

      “Let go of all your dancers that are not ready to move up and take the spotlight.” I stand, casting a serious gaze at them both. “Anybody that isn’t hungry for it? Demote them to the corps or fire them. Clear the way for thirty or forty brand new dancers to step forward.”

      “Oh, Calum.” Emma says. “I don’t know…”

      “It’s not a request. I’ll make the money you receive from my charity contingent upon that condition.”

      I suck in a breath, looking at my watch. When I look back up, they both have sour expressions on their faces. “If that’s all, I have a thousand things to do.”

      Emma stands up, graceful as ever. “I’ll walk you out, Calum.”

      “No need. You two should be figuring out how to tell those dancers that they are fired.”

      With that pronouncement, I head out of the office, closing the button on my jacket as I go.

      My emotions swirl in the air around me, concussing me. But I can see one thing very clearly.

      Me taking a bow as the audience raves, the applause so thunderous that I can’t hear a single voice in the back of my head.

      My lips curve as I head out the front door of the building.
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      I stand in my attic apartment in Jamaica, Queens, trying to find the will to leave. My black kitty Exupéry meows and rubs against my leg. He is completely blind but usually seems to be in good spirits. No one else would take him in at the animal shelter so I did.

      Kaia, keeper of broken things.

      My face would go great on one of those Catholic saint candles that I so love to collect. I turn my head and look at my collection of candles, each looking stoic on its cylindrical glass form.

      What can I say, they are cheap at the bodega on the corner. Plus, when I light them, it gives my apartment instant ambiance.

      I scratch Exupéry behind his ears and sigh. Taking a deep breath, I stop double checking the contents of my backpack. Exupéry butts me with his head.

      “I see you,” I tell Exupéry. Kneeling, I scratch him under his chin.

      Purrs burst from Exupéry’s chest. My lips curve upward in a smile. He always seems enthused about everything I do, especially if it directly involves me petting him. He’s been like that ever since he strolled up the attic stairs when I left the door open last summer. He doesn’t mind how tiny my studio is in the least or how secondhand chic my attempts to decorate it are.

      He doesn’t even seem to notice the fact that he’s blind, other than the occasional fall down the stairs.

      I make eye contact with him as I gently scratch behind his ears. “I wish you could come to Hartford with me. My family would hate you, but at least I’d have a buddy.” I scrunch my face up. “You’d be a welcome distraction, honestly.”

      Exupéry’s tail twitches; he loves being talked to and petted at the same time. I pet him for another twenty seconds and then I sigh.

      “Okay. Wish me luck.”

      Grabbing my backpack, I shoulder the straps as I start down the stairs. It’s only a few blocks to the bus I need to catch that will take me out of New York City and all the way to Hartford. It’s cold and overcast as I climb on the bus and find a window seat.

      I text my father to let him know I’m on my way. Then I stare out the window, trying not to bite my nails as the bus pulls out.

      The question of why my father summoned me home is heavy on my mind. Did I just wait too long between visits? Or is there a more sinister reason?

      The scenery changes, though I’m barely aware of it. The gritty concrete texture of New York soon gives way to the strangely empty echo of the highway that winds itself near the suburbs. At one point, there are no exits for miles, just dead grass and barren trees.

      Then we’re in Connecticut; only an hour and half from New York City, Hartford likes to play the charming country cousin to it’s older, more glamorous sister city.

      Outside, the suburbs of Hartford are entirely different than that of New York. The streets here are clean as a pin, the yards expansive and green, the houses are huge three story affairs made of brick. It’s kind of amazing how much each house looks to the next.

      I suck in a deep breath and get off at my stop, my heart hammering the entire three blocks to my parent’s house.

      I trot the last forty feet up the yard, ringing the doorbell on the off-white brick house. Out of the corner of my eye, I see ivy starting to climb a corner of the house.

      My father hates ivy. One corner of my mouth lifts in the ghost of a smile as I wait for someone to open the broad oak door.

      But as soon as it opens, my smile vanishes. My sister stands there in her dark blue Catholic schoolgirl outfit, her blonde hair pulled halfway up with a long dark blue ribbon. Her lips twist with humor as she eyes me, wearing jeans and a black sweater.

      “God, you look wretched,” she says. “As always.”

      I repress a sigh. “Hello, Hazel.”

      She rolls her eyes and leaves the door open, heading down the long hallway into the kitchen. Pressing my lips into a thin line, I step in and close the door behind myself. Although I’ve just come from the blustery day outside, it feels colder inside. As I head in my sister’s wake, I guess that Dad has been on a money saving kick again.

      The heating is usually the first to go when he rages about how everything costs him too damn much.

      It’s a frequent complaint because the costs of heating a house of this size here in Hartford are significant.

      I walk into the kitchen, bracing myself. But my father is nowhere to be seen. Instead, my sister sits at the kitchen counter, absorbed in her phone.

      My mother turns from the stove, her eyes hazel lighting up. She brushes off her aprons and hurries toward me.

      “There you are, Chickadee,” she greets me warmly. She hugs me hard, kissing my cheek. When she pulls back, there are tears in her eyes. “It’s been too long since I’ve last laid eyes on you.”

      I pat her cheek. “You look good, Mom.” My gaze slides around the kitchen and dining room. “Shouldn’t the cook be doing your job?”

      My mother flushes as she steps back, shaking her head. She heads back to the stove. “Esmerelda was let go a couple of weeks back. Your father caught her and the new maid stealing.” She clucks her tongue as she pulls oven mitts on. “I mean, can you believe the nerve of some people?”

      My father usually discovers that his housemaids are treacherous once per season; it happened so often during my childhood that I could almost time it down to the week. I feel bad for the servants who are hired here, to put it bluntly.

      “Well. It smells good in here,” I say, changing the subject.

      My mother blushes and smiles at me. “Thank you, Chickadee. We should be ready to eat soon.”

      Slipping my backpack off, I carry it over to the bar where my sister is sitting. I set my stuff on the ground and slide into a seat.

      “How is school going, Hazel?” I ask politely.

      She doesn’t even look up from her phone. “Better than it did for you, I assume.”

      I squint at her words. She’s almost certainly a worse student than I was. Ballet academies don’t screw around when it comes to grades. Mine was no different.

      “Girls, be nice,” my mother says. “Hazel, we only have Kaia here once a month. Let’s keep it civil.”

      Hazel looks up at me and sticks out her tongue. I flip her the bird and she immediately tells on me. “Mom! Kaia just told me to go fuck myself!”

      “I swear, you two,” Mom says, whirling around. “Quit it, both of you.”

      My dad’s steps suddenly break the tension, sounding like thunder coming down the stairs. I bite my lip. Hazel smirks.

      My mother tucks her hair behind her ear nervously. We all turn toward the doorway, waiting. Three little arrows, primed and quivering, just waiting for him to release us.

      Eventually he stalks into the room, muttering angrily. Tall, blond, and heavyset, my father is dressed in khakis and a white polo. He rakes his hand through his thinning hair and glances at the three of us.

      “That was the fourth call I’ve gotten that was pre-recorded JUNK!” he declares. “I’ve told you time and time again, Serena. You sign up for these…” He makes a gesture. “These lists and then I’m left getting my fucking phone called twenty times a day! It’s fucking ridiculous!”

      My mother doesn’t even blink at the accusation in his tone. “They are the worst. I’m sorry, honey.”

      My father hikes his belt up, shaking his head. “I’m not dealing with that shit anymore, Serena. You can’t expose us like that.”

      My mother nods, as if he’s giving her sage advice. Before his barb even lands, he’s already swinging his gaze around to Hazel and me. “Why are you dressed so casually, Kaia? In this house, we have a dress code.”

      I struggle to keep my feelings off my face. “I didn’t know, Dad. I’m sorry.”

      He takes a couple steps closer. “Your sister and your mother are wearing skirts. I expect you to dress up like a woman when you want to come to dinner here.”

      This is entirely new since the last time I visited, just over a month ago. I swallow, bobbing my head. “Yes, sir.”

      My mother hastily turns to us with a platter of roast chicken and vegetables clutched between two potholders. “Why don’t we sit down and eat?”

      My father gives me a look as I stand up, shaking his head on the way to the formal dining room table. The table is long and glossy, laid with an extensive place setting for each of us, undoubtedly my mother’s doing. Dad sits at the head of the table and my mom hurries to set the chicken down in front of him. Hazel and I take our places across from each other as he clears his throat and starts to carve.

      My mom rushes back to the kitchen, retrieving several more dishes. My dad serves himself first, then Hazel. My mom sets a perfectly poured pint of beer at his place, then scurries to her seat.

      My dad takes a bite of his food, seeming to forget that my mother and I are yet to be served. I stand and move to grab the platter of food. My dad growls at me, his mouth still full.

      “Manners, Kaia!”

      Hazel smirks at me, picking up her fork and putting a piece of chicken in her mouth. It takes my father another minute to serve me and my mom tiny portions of chicken and vegetables.

      “I’m trying to help you both out here,” he says, passing our plates back. “You both tend toward having fat asses. You guys both take after Serena’s mother, who was herself practically a fucking cow. She was disgusting.”

      I glance toward my mother. I’ve never seen my mother bigger than a size two except when she was pregnant. But she just smiles benevolently down the table at my father, like he’s really doing something great for her.

      “Thank you, Robert. You always look out for us,” she says. She glances around the table. “All of us should be very thankful.”

      Hazel has a piece of chicken hanging from her mouth when she mumbles, “Thanks, Dad!”

      “Thank you,” I echo quietly.

      I look down at my plate, eying the tiny portions with a silent sigh. No sooner have I sliced a tiny piece of chicken off and popped it into my mouth does my father begin.

      “When do you graduate again?” he asks, putting an elbow on the table. He spears a huge bite and chews it with relish.

      “At the end of January.”

      “And when do you hear back from New York Ballet?”

      My cheeks turn pink. “I don’t know. I haven’t gotten my audition date yet. There are a lot of factors, like how many more people they have auditioning after me.”

      He points his fork at me. “That’s not good enough, Kaia. I need a date.”

      I swallow, dropping my eyes. “I’ll try to find out, Dad.”

      “Good. I don’t want to have to ask you again,” he grunts.

      “She is probably too busy with her social life to even pay attention to something like an important deadline,” Hazel says cattily.

      I huff a laugh. “Social life? Have you never seen how much I practice? There is barely enough time left over for me to sleep.”

      My dad fixes me with a glare. “I don’t like sarcastic comments or snark in my house, young lady. Now apologize to your sister.”

      I give Hazel a dead-eyed stare. “Sorry.”

      My father isn’t finished, though. He sets his fork down and leans in. “I would hope that you would have some fucking manners by now. I’ve spent almost twenty years and hundreds of thousands of dollars on your education and training as a dancer.”

      My neck heats. “Yes, sir. I plan to repay you every cent.”

      Everyone goes quiet. The idea of me earning that much money in my whole lifetime does seem absurd, on its face.

      “Unless you have a check for the whole amount, I’m not interested. And I know that you will never have that kind of money. I mean, look at yourself, Kaia. You’ll never be worth anything to anyone outside of this family.”

      My cheeks burn. He’s right, of course. It does seem impossible.

      I sneak a glance at my mother. She is chewing quietly, looking at her plate. No help is forthcoming from that quarter, not that I’m the least bit surprised.

      My dad clears his throat and shoots me a glare.

      “You’re using the wrong goddamn fork. Did I not send you to cotillion and spend my hard earned money on you learning basic table manners?” He shakes his head, disgusted. “You should be a lady, like your sister.”

      I arch a brow at Hazel. She smirks at me, piling her fork full of potatoes. “Yeah, Kaia. You should at least try, even if we all know you’ll fail. You can’t help the fact that you suck.”

      “Don’t say suck at the table,” my mother corrects Hazel stiffly. “Kaia hardly ever comes home. Why don’t we all change the subject to something more upbeat?”

      My father, ever the drama queen, stands up to make his point. “I’ll talk about whatever I damn well please, Serena. I put food on the table and clothes on the backs of everyone present.”

      My mom gives him a soft smile. “Of course you do, honey. Thank you for all that you do for us.”

      Hazel and I mumble thank you as one.

      My father sits down. “You’re welcome. Just the other day, I was telling the guys in my foursome at the golf course about how much I do for my family. I said that you had all found me and thanked me within the last few days. Doug called bullshit, and I had to set him straight.”

      He shovels food in his mouth, talking anyway. “I said Doug, just because no one is thankful for what you provide doesn’t mean that the same can be said about yours truly. Maybe my family is just better at showing gratitude than yours is.”

      I school my expression into one of interest. But underneath, my guts churn. This is exactly why I don’t come home if I can help it. It always plays out the same way.

      My father makes crude remarks. My sister eggs him on. And my mother supports it in the most non-confrontational way she can.

      I do the best I can for the rest of the visit. That means I nod when I’m supposed to agree and only fill in details when asked. I revert to the person I was years ago, back when I still lived here full time.

      I try to blend in with the wallpaper and not draw attention to myself. My father and Hazel shoot spiteful comments at me. I try to dodge them and not let the barbs hurt me.

      That’s the only way I know of to get by in this house.

      At last, as the sun starts to set, I get ready to leave. My mom hugs me hard. Hazel makes some snide comment about how I’m putting on weight.

      It just makes me really, really tired.

      At last, I go over to hug my father. It’s important that he see me as a doting daughter; anything more than that is considered rebellious.

      “Bye, Daddy,” I say, kissing him on the cheek.

      He grabs me by the shoulders, staring down into my face. “You had better ace your audition with New York Ballet, Kaia. I haven’t supported you for this long just to have you falter when the goal is within reach.”

      My eyes widen. I blink convulsively. “Yes, sir.”

      “I mean it,” he says, giving me a sharp shake. “I won’t have you taking some position with some far away place. You have trained for too long and cost me too much money to just blow it. You had better be the best damn ballerina they have ever seen. Or else.”

      The menace in his tone gets heavier the longer his sentence goes on. My eyes fill with tears, but I won’t let them fall.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He waves me off like I’ve displeased him. I grab my backpack and I’m out of the front door like a rocket. I’m almost out of the yard before I hear my mother’s voice.

      “Kaia!”

      I slow, then turn back. She stands in the doorway, wringing her hands. There seems to be something that she wants to say.

      There always seems to be something left unsaid with her. Several seconds pass as she tries to make up her mind about what she wants to say.

      “Mom, I have to catch my bus,” I say.

      Her lips twist with a hint of bitterness. She looks down and shrugs. “Good luck on your audition, sweetheart.”

      I suck in a deep breath, my eyes filling with tears again. “Thanks, Mom.”

      She waves, looking so desolate and sad. I’ve long since learned that I can’t help her; she loves this life that has her ensnared, keeps her shackled to this godawful house.

      Turning, I start walking toward the bus stop, my tears just now beginning to fall.
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      “Sir, please. Be still so I can work on this knot.” Hugo, my extremely patient physical therapist, pushes his hands flat against my bare back.

      I open my eyes a slit. I can see myself reflected back in the mirrors that line that walls of my private gym. Lying on my stomach, I have a pained expression.

      “Go on,” I grunt, closing my eyes once more.

      Hugo presses his hands against my flesh, rubbing small circles with his fingers. He comes to the knot again and his massaging only intensifies.

      It hurts like a bitch as he works his hands over the knot, trying to loosen it.

      “I can tell you’re thinking about the knot,” Hugo chides. “Remember, you should think calming thoughts.”

      I sigh and turn my head away. Hugo has been my physical therapist for almost six years, ever since I tore the anterior cruciate ligament in my right knee.

      That’s an injury that no dancer ever comes back from; one that saw me, at age twenty two and half, hurt and unsure of my future. With the help of hindsight, I’m glad that I got injured. It spurred me on, made me figure out how I was going to feed myself and keep Lucas in ballet academy.

      But at the time, I thought my life was over.

      Hugo finally finishes torturing me, patting me on the shoulder. “Okay. You can get up.”

      I turn myself over, grimacing and rotating my shoulder in its socket a few times. I glance up and see my reflection again.

      Painted across the flesh and muscle of my chest, just to the left of my heart, are two tight white clusters. Once upon a time they were bullet marks, each entering my chest just shy of piercing my heart.

      Now they are healed, the skin gone from pink and tinkered to white and shiny.

      I hop up off the table and grab a black t-shirt, pulling it over my head. Hugo is already folding the table up and moving it back to its out of the way spot.

      I bob my head. “See you on Tuesday, Hugo.”

      Hugo smiles. “I look forward to it.”

      He vanishes out the swinging doors to my gym. I roll my neck and rotate my shoulder again, still feeling stiff. Then I walk over to a rack of free weights, picking up a twenty pounder.

      As I begin doing curls, the doors behind me swing open again. This time it’s not Hugo but my brother Lucas.

      And he has a displeased look on his face.

      “Where were you?” he asks, annoyed.

      I roll my eyes and focus on the weight. “You’ll have to be more specific than that if you actually want an answer.

      His fists tighten. “You know what I mean, Calum. You said that you would be at the Indica Tech board meeting this morning. I was counting on your vote.”

      Setting the weight down, I turn my head toward him. “Just do whatever you want to do, Lucas. The world isn’t waiting around for you to get approval. The sooner you learn that, the better.”

      A muscle flexes in his cheek. “If you were just going to say that, why didn’t you do it earlier? This project has been moving at a fucking snail’s pace for months.”

      I suck in a breath. “You’re supposed to be my second in charge. That means that you can do anything you want with the company. I’m the only person with the power to veto you. What more could you possibly want?”

      Lucas shakes his head. “You’re such an asshole.”

      I trot over to the wooden bench where my water bottle is, taking a sip. Checking the time, I am glad to see that it’s almost eight at night.

      The time which I can go back to Club X. I’ve been waiting for this.

      “Is there something that you wanted?” I ask my brother distractedly.

      He pushes his tongue out with his cheek. “Who is she?”

      I cock my head at him. “I’m sorry?”

      He makes a gesture with one hand, opening his palm to the sky and flapping it closed several times. “You’ve been avoiding work lately. The only time you do that is when you have your eye on some new girl. So who is she? Is she a ballerina or is she one of your whores?”

      I shoot him a baleful look. “Get fucked, Lucas.”

      He chuckles, his expression reminding me of our father. “So she’s a pro, then. God, what happened to you that you turned out so fucked up?”

      I turn cold as ice. “Lucas, get the fuck out of my house.”

      Lucas doesn’t get to judge me for the women I sleep with.

      He eases back, holding up his hands. “I just came to tell you that you have a message at the answering service that’s from Anita. Apparently it’s been there for some time.”

      I look down at my fists, which closed tight at the sound of her name. “I know.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You should answer it. Or at least listen to it. Jesus.”

      I keep my expression blank. “Are you done?”

      “You’re a dick today,” he huffs. He turns and disappears out the swinging door again.

      I turn and look at myself in the mirror. I look like a little boy, clothing his water bottle, all mad at the world.

      Walking toward my reflection, I hurl the water bottle. It hits the surface and explodes, distorting my image for a moment as the water runs down the wall.

      Inside I’m writhing with anger, absolutely furious at the fact that Anita even had the fucking nerve to reach out. Not only that, but she obviously called my brother when no response was apparently forthcoming.

      Her using Lucas really turns my stomach all over again.

      She should know better. Then again, she’s a snake. How can I expect a snake not to poison everything within its reach?

      The only other option is to tell my brother exactly how I got Anita to take us in after our parents died… and that’ll happen as soon as hell fucking freezes over.

      I close my eyes, struggling for control. I learned so much of it in ballet, perfect control of my physical being.

      But mental control…

      That’s something else entirely.

      I open my eyes as Club X wishes back into my consciousness.

      Cerise in right there, at the top of my mind.

      I’m going to make her mine tonight, no matter how much it costs. And then I’ll be so distracted that all thoughts of Anita will flee.

      Growling to myself, I turn and start to walk out of the gym.
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      Thud, thud, thud.

      My heartbeat is so loud that it almost drowns out the music.

      I’m onstage at Club X, on my knees in the middle of the stage, listening to the last notes of my song. The top of my bikini is somewhere behind me; the bottoms are just in front of me. Whistles and cheers come from the audience; my face heats as the music shifts.

      Climbing to my feet, I gather all the cash I can carry, making sure I pick up my suit at the same time. I run off the stage and dump everything down on a tall bar table put there for just that reason. As fast as I can, I rush out onto the floor. I see several men wave me over, raising their black plastic cards at me. My eyes rove over them, trying to pick between them.

      One of the guys pops up, grinning. He’s blond and young, his Harvard sweatshirt and acne-spotted cheeks dead giveaways. He leers at me as he comes over, waving his black card. “Hey! I want a lap dance from you. I have a room…”

      I smile lightly. He seems pretty drunk. But half the guys in here are the same. “Sure. Lead the way.”

      I grab onto his arm to stop him from literally running. He flushes at my touch and slows it way, way down. I strut my stuff into the back, where the private rooms are located.

      Okay, rooms might be overselling the place a bit. They are small black booths with room for no more than three people; I notice that the camera that points into the room follows us.

      I push him down on the hard bench, feeling strangely loose. It’s rare to get someone my age as a customer. Maybe just knowing that he’s very human and visibly shaking helps me relax.

      I press a button by the door and take his black card, sliding it into a slot. His choice of music begins to play, some seriously raunchy rap.

      I smile and begin to dance for him. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

      He bites his lip, his gaze hard on my breasts. “Mike.”

      He reaches out and grabs me around the waist. Instinctively I push him back, shaking my head. “That’s not how this works. You don’t touch me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Come on. We both know that you’re going to get on your knees and suck my dick. Just go ahead and do it already. There’s no need to wind me up first.”

      I paste on a smile but stop dancing. “I think you have the wrong idea. We don’t do that here.”

      I turn my head and start to pull his card from the door. When I turn around, he’s coming right at me. “Don’t be a stuck up bitch. We both know you want it.”

      He unzips his pants and flashes me his penis, which is laughably small. He arches his eyebrow, as if he’s daring me to touch it.

      Before I can even push the hidden panic button, a big burly security guard is already behind me. “Everything okay in here?”

      I step backward, out of the booth. “I think it would be best if this guy left.”

      “Wait a second!” the young guy protests. “I want what I paid for!”

      I turn and walk out of the back area as quickly as I can. Unease settles around my shoulders like a cape, prickling me. My mouth quivers.

      It’s not that I’m afraid what would have happened back there. The management keeps their eyes on everyone and everything. If I were to believe Mia, they keep a lookout for people trying to cut them out of profits.

      But for stuff like this?

      I’m beyond glad that they are looking out for me, no matter what their motivation is.

      I stop in the middle of the hallway, giving myself a hard shake. This is part of it, I chide myself. This is exactly what you signed up for when you took this job. Now get a hold of yourself!

      I paste a smile on. Blowing a deep breath out, I start moving again. Before I even make it all the way back onto the floor, the manager Sam comes to find me.

      He doesn’t even blink at the fact that I’m scrambling to get my mind straight. He just sniffs, adjusts the waist of his black pants, and looks at me through jaundiced eyes. “You were good onstage. You do that dancing ballet thing and the whole room goes nuts. It’s one of the best acts here.”

      My cheeks turn beet red. “Oh. Uh, thanks.”

      He seems not to notice, or maybe it’s just that he doesn’t care. “Mr. X is here again.”

      I look up at him, my eyes going wide. “He is?”

      He nods. “Yup. He just headed up to the platinum room with a bottle of our most expensive whiskey. He asked that you entertain him again.”

      My heart gives a little flutter in my chest. “Oh! Well… I will head upstairs now.”

      Sam holds up a black pair of pointe shoes. “He wants you to wear these.”

      My cheeks flame scarlet as I pluck them from his grasp. “Thank you.”

      I climb the stairs, my heart in my throat. A giddy little voice in the back of my head is babbling about how Mr. X is here to see me.

      But no. He’s not.

      I have to remember that he’s here to see Cerise, who’s more confident and self-assured than me by a mile. It’s a show I put on, a diversion.

      No one is interested in plain little me and it’s best that I remember that.

      Swallowing tightly, I climb the last step to the Platinum room. Lifting my chin and planting a demure smile on my face, I see Mr. X’s dark figure through the open doorway.

      He’s a little more disheveled this time. His tie is loosened at his neck, his dark suit jacket is thrown aside casually. When he sees me, his eyes light up like twin sapphires, sparkling dangerously.

      I step into the room, closing the door behind myself. “Hello, you.”

      He smirks, his eyes dropping to take in my whole body. “I couldn’t stay away,” he husks out.

      The deep timbre of his voice gives me goosebumps. I press a button near the door to turn on my music. It’s low and rhythmic, making me sway along.

      I smile and bend down, making quick work of swapping my stripper heels for pointe shoes.

      When I finish tying them on, I stand, giving them a test. I lie and then do an arabesque. The slippers fit perfectly. Because of the variability of sizes and shapes, it’s nearly impossible to guess what size slipper someone is by just looking at them.

      “How did you know what size to get?” I ask, walking across the room in slow steps.

      He smiles coolly. “You ask too many questions, beauty.”

      I stop when I’m inches away from him, tossing my hair and posing. “Did you miss me?”

      Mr. X leans forward, looking me right in the eye and running his fingertips oh so lightly up my knee toward my hip. I sink my top teeth into my bottom lip.

      I should push his hand away just as I did to the boy downstairs. I should put up hard boundaries and stick to them, be firm like Mia taught me.

      Yet I don’t. I just let him touch me, throwing back my head and swaying my hips to the music. He slides his hand around my back and gives me a tug.

      I have to take a little of my power back. So I pluck his wrist up and drop it by his side. “You’re just supposed to sit back and enjoy this,” I say sweetly.

      His eyes narrow on my face and his lips twist. But I shut him up by moving closer, putting my legs just inside his, and lifting my leg high over my head. His breath all leaves him in a soft grunt as his eyes travel up my body.

      “Fuck,” he mouths quietly. He reaches down to adjust his cock, leaving his hand on his lap. “You’re killing me, Cerise.”

      The rush of emotion that I feel when he tells me that is addictive. I let my leg come down and kneel, my knees going wide as I straddle his lap.

      He grabs my ass and pulls me down, grinding his cock between us. His eyes darken with need.

      “God damn,” he grits out.

      I lean forward, placing my hands on either side of his chest and pushing him back. As I push him back, he lifts his hips, grinding against me again.

      I know I’m not really meant to get turned on. But he does briefly brush his cock against my pussy in a way that makes me tingle. Without thinking I let out the softest moan, pressing my hips down as I gyrate against his lap.

      “Oh fuck,” he whispers, plowing his hand into my hair. He bucks against me, his eyes hard on my face. I bite my lip as my hips jerk against him; it’s hard not to close my eyes.

      “That’s it,” he says through clenched teeth. “Right there, beauty. Don’t stop.”

      I feel a damp spot growing on the flimsy piece of fabric between my thighs. I can admit it, I am very excited right now, ready to tear my clothes off and…

      And what?

      Let him penetrate me?

      My cheeks flush. I need to chill out before I end up accidentally having full blown sex right here, right now.

      I don’t want to stop, don’t want to slow it down. But I slow the rolling of my hips, opening my eyes.

      Mr. X is watching me closely, his hips lifting in time with my own. “Are you sure you want to stop?”

      His question makes me blush all the way down to the roots of my hair. I suck in a breath and push off his brawny chest, trying to play it off. Admittedly, I’m a little wobbly as I step away from his lap.

      I turn around, letting him look at my ass. “I thought you might appreciate a different view.”

      He glances up at me, his gaze tightening on my face. But after a second he shrugs a shoulder and reaches out to touch my ass cheek. “Your ass is perfect. Do you know that?”

      I blush as I bend down to touch the floor, using my hands to push up onto my tiptoes again. Mr. X seems to like that, shifting his weight and bringing his hand back to the crotch of his slacks.

      “Tell me you’ll be mine,” he says, his voice gone to gravel. “Dance just for me. Let me be your patron, Cerise.”

      I sway along with the music. “You’ll have to give me a better name to call you than Mr. X.” I say, smiling.

      He smirks. “Sit on my lap right now, beauty, and I’ll whisper it in your ear.”

      I grin and take a seat on his lap, twerking rhythmically. Instantly his hands land on my hips. His cock is pressed against my ass. He groans and leans forward, whispering in my ear.

      “You can call me Calum.”

      I reach back and knot my fingers in his nape, steadying myself as my hips work. “Oh, Calum…” I let out the breathiest moan.

      “Fuck, I’m going to—“

      He thrusts almost violently against my back a few times then lets out a roar. I feel his cock twitch against my skin. A small wet spot soon spreads out between us. The sound of him finishing is somewhere between fascinating and terrifying, gratifying and sobering.

      “Fuck me,” he says, chuckling against the bare skin of my shoulder. “That was…”

      He trails off as I swallow and get up off of his lap. I’m not sure how to talk to him just now.

      It’s not that I didn’t want him to… complete. It’s more that I don’t want him to expect it every time he comes to see me.

      I’m not sure how to bring that up to him, so I busy myself taking off my ballet slippers instead.

      He sprawls back against the leather booth, throwing a hand over his eyes. “I know that it’s frowned upon to come when you’re touching me.”

      I set the slippers on the leather bench where he’s sitting, walking to my pair of heels. What am I supposed to say?

      That I wanted him to come?

      I did. But that doesn’t make it legal. It was prostitution, technically.

      …right?

      I slip on my heels without saying anything. He sits up, eyeing me. “Where were you trained, Cerise?”

      I fumble with one of the straps to my heels. My heart starts beating loudly in my ears. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      He produces a shiny black card, holding it up as a present for me. When I stalk over to grab it, his free hand comes up and ensnares my wrist. “Yes, you do. It was somewhere good, I can tell you that much. Was it here in New York City?”

      My eyes widen. Under no circumstances am I about to tell him a damn thing about my personal life. That’s dangerous territory.

      “That’s way more than you need to know. Why don’t you leave something to the imagination?”

      I pluck the card from his hand, my lips pasted in a frozen smile. He lets it go, his gaze narrowing on my face.

      In the next moment, he sits back and shrugs. “Okay. How about you give me a phone number, then? I want to be able to call on you when I need you.”

      Mia’s voice erupts out of my throat. “When I see a signed contract, you can get me a phone.”

      Calum arches a brow. “Is that so?”

      I start back out of the Platinum room. “That’s right.”

      His expression darkens. “You sure you know what you’re signing up for? You won’t work here. You will only dance for me, beauty. Whenever and where I want it.”

      Swallowing, I nod. “I know.”

      I turn and flee down the stairs, my head full of contradictory thoughts.

      I just gained a patron… but I won’t sacrifice my privacy to keep him, if I can help it.
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      Two days later, I’m standing by the studio’s only window, frowning out into the inky blackness. Basil is in the opposite corner and between us are the current group of dancers. Basil leans down close to one ballerina, his black-clad body looking rather like a knife.

      “You can leave,” he tells her. He looks her up and down, his expression severe. “Your pirouettes are disgraceful.”

      The twenty ballerinas and dancers surrounding her don’t stop moving, even when she bursts into loud, sloppy tears. Basil turns on her classmates, sighing silently. He watches their movements like a hawk.

      I fold my arms across my chest, my eyes tracing the dancers’ arms. I can see that half of the dancers here are lacking in the natural grace with which Honor was so proudly blessed. There are also a lot of nerves right now.

      Even though the class has been instructed to impress Basil and not worry about me, I am getting plenty of looks. Not because I’m handsome. Not because I’m rich, though I’m sure that’s part of it.

      No, they are looking at me because it was announced earlier today that I will be directing all of the spring productions.

      And I won’t be pulling a single punch.

      “Stop!” I call out, shaking my head. I look to the corner where the piano player sits. “Stop playing.”

      The room is abruptly silent. All eyes are on me. I walk to the middle of the room. Several dancers back away, making room though I ask for none. I look around, pushing my cheek out with my tongue.

      “This is going to be the last combination we’re going to do tonight. I would suggest that if you’re going to impress me, the time to start doing that would be right the fuck now.”

      I look to the piano player, signaling him with one hand. He starts playing the same notes, a lively Chopin number.

      I draw myself up, starting in first position. As I execute each move, I call out to the class. “Ladies! You start with a this, a this, into a this. Then you’ll do four pirouettes and finish with a big jump. As wide and exaggerated as you can.”

      The ballerinas nod, most looking tense.

      “Gentlemen! You should begin by the wall…” I head for the wall and the dancers get out of my way. I ready myself, starting in first position once more. “Move, move, move. Pirouette, rond de jambs, arabesque, hold it… for… as… long… as… you… can.”

      I finish with a little bow. The male danseurs look a little shocked that they are being asked to do an arabesque, which is traditionally considered a ballerina’s move.

      But if they are to be compared to the ballerinas, I need to see them do the same thing.

      I start clapping time. “Come on. Let’s go. Ladies, line up. One and two and three and…”

      I watch the ballerinas and dancers twirl and hold their poses for the next few minutes. I’m looking for strength and beauty, grace and expressiveness.

      When the last note is played, I call to the piano player. “Thank you. You can go.”

      I turn my eyes on the class again, frowning. “You can go too. Rosters of those staying with the company will be posted tomorrow morning.” I dismiss them with a wave.

      The dancers all take off at a run, whispering amongst themselves. Soon the room is empty but for Basil and me. I lean down and rub my right knee, feeling the ugly surgical scars.

      Basil walks over, nodding to my knee. “Giving you trouble, is it?”

      I snort. At the moment, I’m in real pain. It arcs down from my knee like white hot sparks, burning and tight. “Something like that.”

      He jerks his head over to the long wooden bench. “Let’s sit, then. You can tell me what you thought.”

      I move stiffly over to the bench and drop on it, rubbing my knee. “You had to know that last batch was all but useless. We’ve seen five classes today, ranked best to worst. And that was definitely the dregs.”

      He plunks himself down, plucking his water bottle up. He looks thoughtful as he squeezes a little water into his mouth. “They weren’t great.”

      I scoot down and raise my leg to lie out straight. Almost instantly, the burning pain subsides and leaves a low level throb. I’m so relieved I could almost cry.

      “There were some hopefuls in the first two classes,” I say, screwing up my face. “But there weren’t any that had it, if you know what I mean. I was looking for someone with star quality.”

      Basil nods absently. “Someone to replace Honor.”

      “Yes.” I rotate my shoulder, reminding myself to have RehabGuy look at it later. “When are you going to have the American Ballet Academy and the School of American Ballet try out?”

      His eyebrows lift a little. Usually the company deals with that, not a patron or a guest director. “I think sometime next month, maybe.”

      I roll my head over to him. “No. Make arrangements. I want people in here to audition tomorrow morning.”

      He blinks. “Excuse me?”

      I heave myself up off the bench with a groan. “Make it happen, Bas.”

      As I walk away, he explodes.

      “This isn’t your private tech company, Calum! You have everyone here running around like fools, desperate to please you. I’m telling you now, that won’t last.”

      I roll my eyes. “I get shit done, Bas. I don’t have enough time in the day for all the niceties. I just tell people what is expected of them and fire them if they can’t or won’t comply.” I lean over, scoop up my duffel bag, and sling it over my shoulder. Then I glance back.

      “Someday, you’ll meet some girl that makes you fall to your knees. And she won’t behave according to your rules.” He favors me with a twisted smile. “Then we’ll see who is crying uncle.”

      I shake my head, walking toward the door. “Love is for people who are foolish enough to have hearts. Meanwhile, I’ll be here tomorrow morning, bright and early. So you’d better start sounding the alarm right now, because there had better fucking be a shitload of dancers for me to judge when I get here.”

      “Calum—“ Bas calls. But I hit the doorway, checking my phone.

      I grumble a little. There are still no emails or missed calls from Club X. That means that they are still processing the rather lengthy contract that Cerise and I signed, officially making me her patron.

      I drum my fingers on my thigh, then take an abrupt right turn into the men’s locker room. I run through a quick shower and change into a fresh white collared shirt and black pair of slacks. By the time I walk out of the changing room, I’ve settled on a plan.

      Since Club X can’t offer me what I want, I’ll look elsewhere. As I push out the great glass doors and head into the cool night air, I quickly head for my waiting limo.

      I climb in the back, not waiting for the driver to open the door. Tossing my gym bag aside, I look up toward the partition, which is rolled down.

      “Sam, take me home. But pull up outside the Continental instead of into the parking deck. I want someone to make me a drink.”

      My driver nods, already absorbed in pulling the car out of its spot.

      It’s only a short drive to the enormous skyscraper where I own the penthouse. I slide out in front of the Continental, a sleek little cocktail bar that opened last spring.

      Since the grand opening, I have spent many meetings and cocktail hours at the dimly lit, wood-paneled bar. It’s menu is brief but memorable; the customers are either healthy people that either live in the area or people who want a really, really fancy gin and tonic. The uber rich mingle with the models and actresses and cocktail snobs.

      It’s a fantastic place for hooking up, basically.

      I stroll up to the door of the bar, swinging the door open. Hushed lighting greets me. The walls are all dark wood, lined with soft pink velvet banquettes. I cast an eye over the bar as I approach. It’s an old airplane wing standing before towering shelves of colorful glass liquor bottles. There are probably fifteen seats at the bar and only ten of them are occupied.

      Adjusting my cuffs, I slide into the first open seat I see. The bartender sees me and recognition lights his face. He heads over with a cocktail menu and a coaster.

      “Good to see you, Mr. Fordham. What can I get for you?”

      I don’t even have to think about that. “An old-fashioned.”

      He bows his head. “What kind of whiskey do you want in that?”

      I sit back in my seat. “Elijah Craig or something comparable.”

      “Right away,” he says, reaching for a rocks glass.

      I turn my attention toward the rest of the bar, where a large group of young girls in high end dresses are now gathering. I watch as one girl orders. Her friends notice me and a couple of them blush, making eye contact.

      Like I said before, it’s pretty easy to pick up a hot stranger here. The bartender puts my drink down, but I’m busy narrowing my selection. Sipping my drink, I look back and forth between a blonde and a brunette.

      The brunette makes up my mind by getting her martini and taking the empty seat next to mine. She takes a sip of her drink, looking at me out of the corner of her eye.

      I lean closer, smirking. “I’m Calum. And you are… not a regular here, I’m guessing?”

      She blushes, shaking her head and smoothing her hand down the front of her little black dress. “I’m Olivia. And no, I’m from Philadelphia. I’m just in town for my friend’s bachelorette party.”

      My eyes narrow, my smirk grows more pronounced. It couldn’t be more perfect if I’d written her lines out for me.

      I pick up my glass, nodding to it. “Have you had their old fashioned yet? Everybody should have one once.”

      Olivia smiles coyly and tucks a strand of her curly hair behind her ear. “Why no. Do you want to order me one, Calum?”

      Twenty minutes of chitchat and two drinks later, I’m pulling the brunette down a dark hallway in the back of the bar. She kisses me first as I elbow my way into a dimly lit bathroom with a dazzling floor to ceiling mirror. She isn’t a very good or very experienced kisser, her hesitation obvious.

      She giggles, tipsy and enthusiastic, as I press her against the back of the door. Her lips are warm and rubbery under mine. I can feel her hand shyly exploring my belt.

      Without speaking, I back her against the sink. Here too I am reflected as I unbuckle my belt.

      The brunette rips my shirt out of my slacks, her eyes dark with need and full of hunger. I feel nothing except a faint throb from my cock. I push her down to kneel on the floor as I free my cock, staring at myself in the mirror.

      If I’m honest about it, watching myself get my dick sucked is most of the reason why I always come here when I’m looking for some action.

      She puts my cock in her mouth. It feels good, although she does keep nipping me accidentally.

      “Cover your teeth,” I murmur, dropping my head back. “Use your hand.”

      I guide her hand to the base of my cock. She comes up for air, breathing hard. “Maybe you should just fuck me?”

      Suppressing an eye roll, I yank her to her feet and turn her around, pushing her against a wall. I roll on a condom then take her panties down to her knees. Stepping close, I pull up her dress as press my cock against her ass.

      I still feel nothing, although I do have a hard on. Then again, I almost always have a hard on, so…

      Running my fingers along the curves of her ass and down to her pussy lips, I turn my head. The only way that I can get off is by watching myself in the mirror, essentially watching porn of myself.

      I fit my cock to her entrance and thrust in deep. She makes a strangled sound. I stare at my reflection, unable to stop the hatred from surfacing. I fuck this girl with all the vitriol I feel for myself.

      Fucking useless, I think, thrusting deep.

      She holds on and moans. I punctuate each thrust with a thought.

      Fucking.

      Waste.

      Of.

      Space.

      I grit my teeth, hammering my cock home over and over again.

      There are a thousand reasons why you’re all alone, I think, glaring at my reflection.

      You’re.

      So.

      Fucking.

      Weak.

      Look at you. You’re broken. You’ll always be alone.

      I’m not even making a half-hearted attempt at paying attention to the girl. My eyes are laser-locked on my reflection, sneering.

      “I think I’m going to—“ the brunette husks out. Then her pussy spasms around my cock. She lets out a strangled scream as she comes.

      I’m nowhere near finishing. And yet, I pull out of her body, stepping back. It’s a matter of seconds before I get the condom off my dick.

      “I fucking hate condoms,” I mutter.

      The brunette, whose name at this point I can’t even vaguely recall, blushes. “Well, I’m clean if you—“

      Disgusted, I toss the condom in the trash and start zipping up. “That’s vile.”

      Her eyes widen as I leave, banging the door open. “Wait—“

      But I’m done.

      Done with condoms, done with sketchy bathroom fucks. I exit the back way and walk through the echoing marble lobby, my mouth a grimace.

      I need to see Cerise again.

      I know that she has the right combination of tits and ass and hazel eyes. She’ll make me come without even touching me.

      And until I can fucking blow my load, I’m going to be an absolute fucking terror…
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      As I step out onto the stage of the New York Ballet, my feet and legs tingle. I can’t keep the grin off my face. Ella is right behind me, finding a spot and sitting down to put on her toe pads and pointe shoes.

      I bend down, putting my own toe pad and shoes on. Mine are in terrible shape; I definitely should’ve worn a newer pair of shoes. But a new pair of shoes wasn’t in the budget this week.

      These have to last four more wears.

      I straighten, looking at the empty theatre. From where I’m standing, it’s easy to imagine the roar of excited applause, the hot lights, the other ballerinas watching from the wings.

      I blow out a breath. Ella looks up at me. “Are you okay, Kaia?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Honestly, I never thought I would make it this far. My goal this whole year has just been to get to this moment.”

      “Sit down and put your shoes on, boo. You look like a ghost. Get your shit together.”

      I wince, but she is right.

      She seems to be murmuring something to herself. I plunk down beside her and retape my third and fourth toes, pulling a face as I look at my feet.

      All dancers have calluses on their feet. But ballet dancers have it the worst, especially ballerinas. I slip on my toe pads and put my pointe shoes on, fastening them.

      “Be comfortable,” I whisper, shooting them a glare.

      Ella glances over at me as she gets to her feet. “Can you believe we are here right now, about to audition?”

      I spring to my feet, looking at the other twenty dancers. Everyone is practically vibrating right now. The nervous energy is almost palpable.

      I stretch my right hamstring. “Can you believe that they fired the company’s prima ballerina and most of the corps? When I saw that they were auditioning for forty spots…”

      Ella smiles coolly. “We need those spots.”

      She takes first position, doing a series of plies.

      I look at her, dead serious. “God, what if we actually get called back?”

      Ella pulls a face. “Of course we’re going to get called back. We dance literally eight to twelve hours per day, six days a week. We deserve it.”

      I flush, looking down. If I did the math, I am absolutely sure that I dance literally every minute I wasn’t asleep or commuting. But I don’t say any of that.

      “Yeah,” is all that comes to mind.

      Ella stands up straight and adjusts her dark blue leotard. She nods toward the back of the theatre, where a dark haired woman in a blue skirt suit and a short blond man in a white tank top and black capri tights approach us. The man claps his hands loudly; he’s obviously a teacher, because he seems used to holding court.

      “Hello, ladies and gentlemen,” he says, coming down right before the stage. “I am the head instructor here, Basil Smith. And this—“

      The woman cuts in stepping forward. “I’m Emma Rosenburg. I’m the head of the board that oversees every action undertaken by this company.”

      Basil gives her a long look. “Yes.” He turns his attention to the group on stage. “Your director is running late, it seems. He’s not polite enough to let anyone know about his tardiness—“

      “Basil,” Emma chides.

      He climbs up on the stage, looking annoyed. “But never fear. Emma and I will be judging. Also, I think someone is filming this audition.” He looks behind him, searching for how that is happening.

      “What my colleague is saying is that you should be your absolute best self, starting right now.” Emma backs away from the stage, hurrying to find a seat in the fourth row.

      An older woman comes out on the stage and finds a seat at the piano.

      I can’t quite feel my legs because I’m so full of nerves.

      You’d better make it in New York, my father’s voice sounds loudly in the back of my head.

      Pushing that thought down, I try to concentrate. This is all about me, here and now. There’s no room in my head for Basil or Emma, Ella or my dad. It’s all about me, my talent, my precision and skill.

      I just need to keep reminding myself of that.

      “Line up four across,” Bas barks, clapping his hands. “Girls in the front, boys in the back. Let’s move, people.” He narrows his gaze at all of us. “God, try to act like you’ve all been in a chorus line before.”

      I scurry into place beside Ella, my heartbeat going wild. Deep breaths. You can do this, I say to myself.

      Basil waves at the accompanist, who starts playing Tchaichovsky. He looks at everyone flatly. “Let’s start very simply. Pas de chevalier to point. Tendu side in fondu. Close to fifth position. Okay?”

      No one says anything, so he sighs. “And one, two, three, four…”

      Never in my entire life have I arched by arms so high, moved so quickly, or stretched my leg back quite so elegantly. The moves are accomplished in the blink of an eye.

      I look to Basil, who raises his eyebrows at the group. “Good. Again.”

      I do it a second time, finishing with a perfectly shaped arabesque. After I’m done, my heart pounds in my ears.

      Am I actually… good at this?

      It feels like I’m killing it so far.

      “Okay, now I would like to see something more complex,” Basil says. He walks to the back of the stage, starting in fifth position. Then he proceeds through a combination with a pirouette in the middle and ending with a grand jeté. “And five six, seven, eight. One, two, three, four.  And five six, seven, eight…”

      My heartbeat rises. Every single move he executed is flawless, not that I expected any less. Toward the back of the theatre, the door swings open and a man enters.

      But I’m too focused on what I’m doing to pay him any mind.

      “Let’s go!!” Basil yells, clapping. “On my cue. One, two, three, and—“

      The first line goes. I cue up right behind, trying to focus my attention on the moves.

      “One, two, three, and—“

      Like a puppet come to life, I am suddenly smiling and dancing. I keep my movements smooth and easy, doing a complex pirouette with several turns and then leaping across the stage. My legs carry me far. I land right in center stage, beaming, and lift my arms.

      This is it. This is the feeling that I’m supposed to have, I think to myself.

      That’s when I suddenly make eye contact with him.

      Eyes as dark blue as sapphire, and glittering just like two gems. Dark hair, grown a little overlong, shoved back from his face. High cheekbones, a jawline that could cut diamonds, a cruel yet perfect pout.

      And that big, rugged, sinful body that I know all too well. The very same one that I dreamed about riding last night.

      Mr. X is here.

      And he is glaring right at me.

      Oh god.

      All my worst fears, all in one place. The person who judges me is the very same one who I’ve been all but fucking at Club X. The same person that already inquired if I had training from a good ballet school, knowing perfectly well how taboo that is.

      My smile falters, my arms droop. All the blood plummets to my feet.

      “Get out of the way,” Bas snaps at me, waving his hand. “Next line, keep going…”

      I manage to break his gaze and force my feet to carry me to the side of the stage. It’s only when Ella reaches out and mouths, “Are you okay?” that I realize I’m trembling.

      I bob my head woodenly. There is no real reason to alarm Ella and I certainly do not want to draw any more scrutiny to myself.

      “Let’s go again!” Basil calls out. “Same combination. Same lines. Let’s go, first group!”

      I line up in the second group, automatically taking fifth position. I raise my arms and begin with the rest of my group. Somehow, though, the magic that I felt only a few minutes ago has disappeared like smoke. Now every leg lift is harder, my grand jetés less exaggerated. Even my pirouettes seem to take forever.

      Everything slows down.

      Knowing that I’m being watched by those searing deep blue eyes just makes all my steps clumsier, all my lifts less impressive. I can feel myself powering down.

      Is this really happening to me right now?

      I finish the combination a good four steps after the rest of my group. Basil looks me up and down, pushing out his lips in a dissatisfied expression. “Do better,” he warns.

      I nod at him quickly, glancing out at Calum and Emma. Neither has much expression on their face. But Calum’s gaze is burning a hole through the middle of my torso.

      I scurry to the side of the stage, turning away from that gaze. Ella comes to stand next to me, raising a brow as she glances back at our audience.

      “Do you know him?” she asks in a hushed whisper.

      I take a breath, trying not to panic. “Who?” I ask, all innocence.

      She narrows her mahogany gaze at me. “Obviously I’m talking about the sexy guy standing next to Emma. He’s been glaring at you since he got here.”

      Not wanting to risk a glance over my shoulder at Calum, I just shake my head. “Nope. Never seen him before.”

      The lie burns as it leaves my mouth. Ella gives me hard look, knowing that something is up. But Basil claps his hands together, drawing her attention away.

      “All right! Now it’s time for your solos. I know that you weren’t expecting to perform them quite so soon…” He shoots a cool look off the stage. I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean, but he quickly moves on. “Anyway, we need to see them now. You can line up right here and give the pianist your music. Then we’ll start.”

      For a long second, nobody moves. It’s a sea of inexperienced, wide eyed kids, all looking to the others for reassurance. Then Ella clears her throat, grabbing my hand. “Right away, Basil. We’re ready to go with our solos.”

      My cheeks flush as I let her pull me over to the other side of the stage. Everyone hurries to line up after me. Basil smiles coolly at Ella.

      “Thank you. Are you ready?”

      Ella nods, dropping my arm. She turns to the pianist and tells him to play a selection from Romeo and Juliet. The woman starts playing the beginning notes of the piece and Ella strides to a starting point, lifting her chin and smiling.

      As I watch her dance, my stomach drops. She’s better than most of the dancers I know, better certainly than me.

      Who isn’t better than you, little mouse?

      I swallow against the whisper of my dad’s voice. Blinking rapidly, I glare out off the stage, where Calum is staring me down.

      I won’t cry.

      I can’t.

      This is my only chance.

      Ella finishes her routine, bowing elegantly. There is a smattering of polite applause. Basil nods and turns to me. “Next?”

      I clear my throat, turning to the pianist. “Would you please play the beginning of the second act of Giselle?”

      The accompanist arches a brow at my choice of music; I’ve chosen one of the hardest pieces to perform for my solo.

      She starts playing and I hurry to my place at the back of the stage. My heart is beating like a drum in my ears. It’s almost hard to hear the music over it.

      Luckily, I have practiced this exact piece thousands of times. Using nothing but muscle memory, I smile as I parade out, doing a dizzying number of pirouettes as I dash across the stage. All time stops. Everything just becomes about my breath, my limbs, my feet. Making sure I push myself into the next movement.

      The music is very upbeat and I smile along as I do the arabesques and grand jetés that are required. I am moving too quickly to see any one particular person.

      But when I come to center stage and pause for a moment, Calum is still standing there, staring at me like I am an insect to be crushed.

      Holy shit.

      The judgment I see written all over his expression is terrifying. I turn, pirouetting once more before I complete my three grand jetés off stage.

      Somehow, I land slightly off balance coming out of the pirouette. Then I’m forced to try to overcompensate as I carry that force into the first jump.

      And everything slides off kilter, suddenly. My timing is off; my feet don’t seem to land in the place that they should. My legs are heavy, my arms near useless.

      By the time I finish my solo, I can feel tears brimming in my eyes. I still turn and curtsy to signal that I am done. And there is a scattered bit of applause. I look toward Basil, my heart thundering in my ears.

      He looks at me, his mouth twisting like he just ate something bitter. “Your ending could really use some work, honey.”

      My heart wrenches. The sob that has been barely contained in my chest flows up and out of my throat.

      I crumple, turning and running offstage.

      I finally had my big chance… and I fucking blew it. Openly sobbing, I run away from the stage, pointe shoes and all.
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      I climb out of my limousine on a busy street, pulling my coat closer and blinking into the blinding streetlight. Night has fallen and the city is teeming with the late night crowd, especially this part of Hell’s Kitchen. There are a lot of bars, strip clubs, and massage parlors right around here.

      I round the corner, heading into a dark alley. Music throbs as I jog down a few steps that lead to the entrance of Club X. A bouncer sits by the club’s heavy front door, his sharp gaze taking me in. I’ve shifted to a black hoodie, black leather jacket, and black jeans, There is no trace to indicate my wealth or status.

      Then again, I suspect he’s used to seeing that, working the door here.

      “Password?” he asks.

      I stare him down. “Apricot.”

      He slides off his stool and rolls the door aside. Music pours out of the doorway. As I step through into the hallway, the floor glows faintly, leading me back into the depths of the club.

      Rap music grows louder and louder until I’m awash in it. I turn the corner and see the main floor of the club: the black tables sprinkled here and there, the sleek black bar, the center stage and pole, a naked redhead grinding on it.

      I look around, my gaze landing on one of the managers lounging at the bar. As I stalk over to him, he straightens up, his eyes widening just a bit. He sniffs several times. Between that and his pupils as dilated as dinner plates, something tells me that he’s on a shit ton of coke.

      “Cerise,” I bark at him.

      He starts. “What?”

      I step closer to him, folding my arms across my chest. “Cerise. Where the fuck is she?”

      His adam’s apple works convulsively in his throat. “In the back, man.” He looks at me, glassy eyed. “Are you going to cause me a problem tonight?”

      Ignoring his question, I reach inside my leather jacket, pulling out a fat wad of hundred dollar bills. I roll a few off, slapping them down on the bar. “I want to see her in the Platinum Room in two minutes. Got it?”

      He snatches up the cash, squinting around the room. “I’ll go get her for you.”

      I’m already walking away, headed for the staircase. My heart is pumping overtime.

      I didn’t actually think that it would be so easy to find her. I haven’t actually planned what I’m going to say to her.

      Running up the last couple of stairs, I push the door open to the Platinum Room. The black leather booths and the shiny bronze stripper pole beckon. As I take my customary seat, I try to quell my excitement.

      Everything that I want is within my grasp. All I have to do is play my cards just right.

      I see the flash of ash blonde first. Then her hazel eyes and her pouty mouth. Her whole body comes into view, wearing a black string bikini and platform stripper heels.

      Her expression is just short of open rebellion. That little bit of fire actually gets me going as much as her tits or her ass.

      I like that she thinks she can actually fight back against me. That makes my cock hard.

      She reaches out to flick a button at the door and then eases it shut. Her music starts playing a woman singing in sultry voice over hip hop music.

      Cerise walks straight up to me, folding her arms across her chest. “What are you doing here, Calum?”

      I look at her, almost radiating anger as she stands above me. A smirk plays on my lips. My fingers itch to touch her, but I resist.

      “I came to see you. Apparently you haven’t signed the paperwork making me your patron yet.”

      Her eyebrows fly up in surprise. “What? Why would I sign those? After you go to the board of the New York Ballet with what you know—“

      I give my head a little shake. “I’m not going to do that.”

      She stops, looking confused. “What? Why not?”

      I reach out, brushing my fingers along the line of her outer thigh. She jumps at my touch, scowling at me.

      Ah, I love her reaction.

      “My goal is not to embarrass you at work, beauty,” I husk out. I trail my fingertips up, toying with the strings holding her bikini together.

      She swallows nervously. I have to suppress a grin. It’s not quite time to let her see me in my full colors.

      No, there’s an amount of wooing yet to be done.

      “My goal has never been to tarnish your reputation. Rather, it has been about getting what I want.”

      I smooth my hand around the side of her hip. Then I make eye contact with Cerise as I slowly move my hand around to cup her perfect ass. It’s firm and warm to the touch.

      She swallows again, blushing and dropping her gaze. “And what is it that you want, Calum?”

      I can’t help but grin at that. “I want you, beauty.”

      She loses patience. “I don’t understand! You have me! You summoned me, here I am. You can use any girl here however you want! I think you know that better than I do…”

      I shake my head slowly. “I don’t want to have you here. I want to have you wherever I want, whenever I want.” My smirk returns. “That’s why I wanted to be your patron in the first place. But now I can offer you something unique in exchange for… your time.”

      I toy with the string on one side of her bikini, tugging on it gently. She bites her lip, frowning just a little.

      “Come again?”

      I begin to pull her down to straddle my lap. She doesn’t like it and resists a little.

      I enjoy watching her squirm. I enjoy forcing her down roughly even more.

      Once she is sitting astride me, I grab the back of her neck and pull her close.

      “The New York Ballet,” I whisper in her ear.

      Her entire body freezes up. She pulls back, scanning my face. “I don’t understand.”

      I give her a smirk. “I’m the new stage director. If you want a spot in the ballet, Cerise, you just have to ask me.”

      Her eyes narrow. She starts to stand up, but I put my arms around her waist and grind into her body.

      “It’s Kaia,” she says softly. “Not Cerise.”

      I already knew that, of course. Kaia Walker. But still, I enjoy the concession when she offers it to me.

      “I’m offering you a role, Kaia.” I brush my fingertips across her jaw, threading my fingertips into her hair. Then I grip her hair hard for just a moment, long enough to remind her of who is in control here.

      She glances up at me, her hazel eyes wide. She’s flushed and breathing hard, seeming to take my every word at face value. There is something naked and almost touching in her naïveté.

      I drop my voice to a whisper. “I saw you dance today. You were good. With practice, you could be great.” I tilt my head, studying her lovely face. “I can give you private lessons, beauty. In exchange for being on call for my needs.”

      She blinks. “And what are your needs?”

      I grind my hips into hers again, biting my lip. “Devilish and deranged, for starters. I would be able to fuck you any time, any place. But I think we would both enjoy it, Kaia.”

      She sucks in a deep breath, her cheeks flushing scarlet. “I don’t… I don’t think I’m the one you want, Calum. I’m… not…”

      She breaks off, shaking her head.

      I renew my grip on her hair, making her gasp. “I think you’re exactly what I want, beauty.”

      She shivers convulsively, her gaze clashing with mine. “You don’t understand. I’m... I haven’t been with anyone before.”

      “I’m going to be your first patron?” I ask, smirking a little. “I think you’re going to be fine.”

      She groans, frustrated. “I’m trying to tell you that I’m a fucking virgin, Calum! Okay? I haven’t fucked anyone before and you seem to want… something else.” Her nose wrinkles. “Someone else.”

      My jaw drops for a second. I stare into her eyes, floored.

      How…?

      Why…?

      What the fuck?

      Did I hear her right?

      The girl that made me come in my pants the very first time we met is a fucking virgin? The very same one that I have wet dreams about two or three times each night?

      I let my gaze drop to her tight little body. Her perfectly kissable tits, her ass that I want to bury my face in, her undoubtedly magical untouched pussy…

      “Holy fuck,” I say. Because what else can I say? “Are you serious right now?”

      Kaia bites her lip, blushes, and looks me deep in the eyes. I know that she’s a stripper. I know that it’s to her benefit to lie about something like this.

      I know that any man would literally kill to be in the position I am in right now.

      I know all of that. But when she whispers yes in that breathy tone of voice…

      I believe her.

      I slide both of my hands to her hips, giving my head another shake.

      “Oh, beauty,” I whisper. “Don’t sign the Club’s contract. We’ll work out a private deal, just between the two of us. I’ll teach you everything I know, in and out of the bedroom. We’ll do every decadent, dirty, hedonistic thing I’ve ever even dreamed of.”

      She scans my face, as if trying to decide if I really mean what I say.

      “I’ll still be able to dance as part of the New York Ballet, right?” She sucks in a breath after she says it, holding it in.

      I tighten my grip on her hips. “Yes, Kaia.”

      She bites her lip. “And you won’t… like, tell anyone? About our arrangement, I mean.”

      I solemnly shake my head. “No. It’s honestly just as bad for an administrator to be seen sleeping with a dancer as it is for a dancer to have a side job. Either one spells trouble if they were found out.”

      Kaia blows out a long breath, then looks at me. “Then… yes. I’ll do it.” Her cheeks blaze bright red. “Should I… do you want me to get undressed right now?”

      I’m taken aback by her red-faced offer. I tilt my head, looking at her for a moment.

      I don’t know her very well at all, but I’m starting to get two things about her.

      She lacks self-confidence and she really has low expectations for how she should be treated. Whether I should read into that or not, I have yet to decide.

      It honestly probably doesn’t bode very well for me. But she is so, so fucking hot.

      Not to mention untouched…

      My lips quirk. “No, beauty. Save it for the next time we’re alone.”

      She gives me a small lopsided smile, but I can see the gears turning behind her eyes. She’s trying to figure me out, just as I am her.

      I lean forward, kissing her collarbone. I like the way she shivers at my touch; I like the way her skin gets goosebumps everywhere I touch. I like the way her breathing becomes uneven as I suck on her collarbone hard enough to make a mark.

      Kaia pushes away from me after a minute and slides off my lap. “I should go. I have to talk to management, I guess.”

      My lips twitch. “Let me take care of it. You can just go home and get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow, you’ll get a call inviting you to the NYB.”

      She blows out a breath. “I guess… thank you, Calum.”

      That draws out my most wicked grin. “Don’t thank me yet. I promise that you’ll earn your keep, beauty.”

      Her eyes widen. But instead of asking me more questions, she turns and rushes off, heading down into the club.
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      “I still can’t believe that all three of us are here,” Eric says. He glances at himself in the mirrored wall of one the New York Ballet’s rehearsal spaces, stretching his hamstrings out at the barre.

      He’s not wrong. For this morning’s class, we have more than thirty people crammed into a relatively small dance studio. “I wonder how many people they let go and how many people they brought in,” I murmur, looking around.

      Ella is in splits on the ground. She throws her hair back and purses her lips at him. “I can’t believe that Manon got called, too. It honestly makes me wonder what the instructors were thinking.”

      Sitting down on the floor to do butterfly stretches, I giggle at that. “You’re terrible.”

      Manon turns from where she is warming up at with a glare. She does a rude imitation of my giggle. “Hehehe!” Then her lips twist bitterly. “I hope you all get hit by busses on the way home.”

      I give her a skeptical glance, shaking my head. Ella doesn’t miss a beat.

      “Manon, how’s your mom’s pill addiction doing? I heard that she flunked out of rehab for the third time in a row.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Manon snaps.

      Ella gives her a thumbs up, smiling sarcastically. “You’re still a bitch!”

      I roll my eyes. “You two really get each other going.”

      “Look,” Eric says, jerking his chin to the entrance of the rehearsal space.

      The room quiets as Basil and Calum stalk in, already looking pissed. Basil wears dark spandex leggings and a dark tank top. Calum wears a pair of loose gray pants and a plain white t-shirt.

      Prowling around the room already, Calum runs a hand through his dark hair. He’s magnetic without saying a word; I can’t take my eyes off of him.

      “Is that one of our directors?” Ella whispers to me. “He’s so fucking hot. He must work out a lot.”

      I nod, not looking away from Calum. I watch his gaze swing around, observing the room. He pauses when he sees me, a smirk appearing on his face for just a second. His sapphire eyes pin me in place and sear me through.

      “All right!” he calls. “I need your attention, everyone…”

      Basil claps his hands, the sound they produce thunderous. Everyone falls silent, directing their attention to the front of the room. I realize just then that my heartbeat is going a million miles an hour.

      Just being in Calum’s presence makes my stomach flutter oddly and my cheeks feel hot.

      “I’m Basil, or Bas. You all know me from your auditions. I’m the main choreographer here at NYB. Three facts about me: I’m married. I live in Florence three months out of the year. And I like seeing a lot of lift and extension in dance. Okay?”

      He pauses. There are a couple of tentative yeses mumbled through our class.

      Calum puts his hands behind his back, appearing pensive. He walks by the row of students on the other side of the room, observing each one as he paces. “I’m Calum. I’m your stage director for the spring season. I’m going to cut to the chase.” He smiles coldly, his eyes taking in everyone in the room. “As you can see, we’ve brought in thirty five of you to replace the departing cast. We only need twenty or twenty five of you. So this first week will be a test of sorts. I’m going to be separating the wheat from the chaff. Dead weight gets cut.”

      My eyes widen. I glance at Ella. She looks at me briefly, her mouth tightening.

      Calum pauses, looking at Basil. “Are you ready to get this class started?”

      Basil cocks a brow. “I suppose so. Meesha, are you ready?”

      He turns to the accompanist, a dark skinned young woman sitting behind the upright piano. Meesha nods. “Whatever you would like for me to play, Bas,” she replies in heavily accented English.

      “Some Schubert,” he says, lifting his hands. She begins to play and Basil calls out to the class. “I hope you are all stretched out. Let us begin with simple plies.”

      I clamber to my feet and position myself at the barre. Bas claps in time to the beat, explaining what to do.

      “First position. And one, two, three, four. Now raise, two, three. Down, two, three, four. And lie, two, three, four… deeper, two, three, four.”

      His words are meaningful of course, but they sort of fade into the background for me. For almost my entire life I’ve had someone chanting those words or something nearly identical to me. The teachers were old and young, black and white, male and female. It really doesn’t matter to me in the slightest.

      No, I’m not worried about him. It’s Calum that I catch myself looking at in the mirror. It’s Calum who soon completes his circuit around the room. “That’s the worst line I think I’ve ever seen.”

      He points to a ballerina at one of the barres set up in the middle of the room. “Straighten your back, stick your ass out, find your fucking center of gravity.”

      The ballerina turns red and plies again, prompting Calum to shake his head. “You’re going to have to do better to earn your place.”

      An unsettling silence fills the room for a minute. He frowns and moves on, stopping a few places down at a young Latina dancer. “I’m not sure you’ve ever done this before. Work on your posture. Extend your arm…”

      The ballerina smiles anxiously and tries to emulate what Calum says. He shakes his head. “No. No! Stop, everyone stop. Look at me.”

      He shoos away the dancers standing next to the Latina, taking first position.

      It’s the first time that I’ve ever considered whether or not Calum actually knew what he was talking about, if I’m honest. But he is pure grace and holds the perfect form when he plies, slowly going through the motions. His arm arches, his legs bend, his back is straight as a steel beam.

      My jaw drops a little. I had no idea that Calum was so versatile; honestly, from the looks of him, you would think that he was an elegantly shaped football star, not a dancer.

      What a way to prove me wrong. Calum finishes the pose and then steps away from the barre, eyeing everyone. “Just so there is no confusion, I can do pretty much anything I ask you to do. So when I say bend back further or hold the position longer, I know it is possible.”

      Bas seems unimpressed. “Thank you, Calum. Now, if we may resume class? And one, two, three, four…”.

      It’s hard to tear my eyes away from Calum. I’m focused on not fucking up something so simple as a plie in front of him, though.

      He casts his gaze over me and frowns. “Straighten your back. Push out your tailbone.” Mortified, I immediately turn red and try to correct myself. Calum lifts a brow. “Are you kidding? Act like you’re been in a fucking dance studio before.”

      Tears well up in my eyes. I look straight ahead, desperate not to cry in front of everyone. At the same time, the class keeps moving through the plies.

      Everyone is perfectly at attention. Calum keeps his harsh gaze on me for a few seconds. “Not good, but better.”

      Then he turns his head, scoping out another dancer, and moves on. The whole class moves on, through plies and arabesques and fouetté turns. The entire time, Calum struts around the room, unhappy with each and every silhouette that he sees.

      I’m the only one that gets multiple nasty comments, though.

      “Your feet are all wrong. You should move nimbly instead of looking like Frankenstein’s monster.”

      “No, no, no. When I say execute a grand jeté, I mean really go for it. Don’t be fucking hesitant. The audience has no time for you to be timid.”

      He stops me mid-class, staring at my feet. “Go get a new pair of shoes from the shoe room. This is the New York Ballet, not a dance recital put on by medieval peasants. I expect you to dress like you belong here.”

      My eyes well up with tears. Nodding, I run out of the room, making it out of there before I burst into tears. I miss almost ten minutes of class because I have trouble finding a pair that are just the right size.

      When I sneak back in, Calum shoots me a glare. I gulp and rejoin the rest of the class.

      By the end of the afternoon, I’m barely keeping it together. To be fair, several dancers do start crying or get upset and leave in the middle of the class. But after my mini-breakdown, I stay resolute.

      This is my shot at greatness. I’m not going to blow it for anyone, especially not Calum.

      When class is finally over, Basil claps for the remaining dancers present.

      “Very good! Tomorrow we start learning a new routine,” he announces. Sliding a look at Calum, he purses his lips. “And my colleague will probably go a little easier on you tomorrow. Right?”

      Calum looks unimpressed, stalking away to where he set his water bottle down. I expel a long breath and look around for Ella.

      She’s already shouldering her duffel bag. “I have to go. I have a doctor’s appointment that I’m almost definitely going to be late for.”

      Nodding, I blot my eyes. “See you tomorrow.”

      She flashes me a hard smile and hurries out the door.

      I turn toward my bag and find Eric there, waiting patiently. “Hey.” I tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear.

      My cheeks start glowing a hot pink when I think of Calum standing just on the other side of the studio, watching me.

      Eric shoulders his bag, smiling at me tiredly. “I thought I would walk you out today.”

      My blush spreads to my neck and my chest. I have a thing for Eric, but I also have made some promises to Calum. “Oh.” I glance back but Calum isn’t even in the room anymore. Letting out a sigh of relief, I nod. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      I snag my own bag and hurry out of the studio, licking my lips apprehensively. Sure enough, when I step out of the room, I see Calum. He’s leaning against the opposite wall, his arms crossed, his expression bordering on hateful.

      And he’s glaring right at me. “Kaia? A word.”

      My eyes widen. I glance helplessly at Eric, my heart beginning to pound. He shrugs.

      “Want me to stay?” he asks quietly.

      Do I want my crush to hear what my strip club patron has to say to me? Definitely not.

      “No,” I say, forcing a smile. “Thanks anyway. I’ll catch you later.”

      Calum stays put for a moment, watching Eric with a disapproving expression. The last stragglers from my class walk past me; soon we are alone in the echoing hallway.

      Calum pushes himself off of the wall and strides over to me. I look up at him, losing my breath. He’s so much taller than I am and he still has well-defined arms and sculpted physique that one would expect of a dancer.

      He stops when he’s a foot away. But I can practically feel the heat radiating off him like a torch.

      He casts a glance down the hallway, where Eric went. “You can’t fuck him. You know that, right?”

      My eyes widen at that. “Who said anything about that?”

      His searingly blue eyes find my face and tighten on it. “I’m telling you right now. You won’t fuck him, not while you’re…” He pauses, looking around to be sure we are not overheard. “Under contract. I forbid it.”

      I shake my head, rolling my eyes. “You can’t forbid me from anything.”

      He clenches his water bottle so hard that it groans. “Don’t test my patience on this, beauty. You’ll see. I can do whatever I want, to whomever I want to do it to.”

      I cross my arms and cock my hip. “Of that I have exactly zero doubts.”

      He digs in his duffel bag and produces a note, wrapped around a hundred dollar bill. “Be at my home address tonight at seven. Don’t you dare be late.” His gaze drops down to my body, his lips twisting. “And wear something that turns me the fuck on.”

      With only those instructions, Calum sends me a last little glare and starts walking down the hall.

      “Tonight?” I call out after him.

      But he doesn’t stop, doesn’t acknowledge that there was even a question asked.

      I crumple the money and the note in my fist, infuriated.
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      I clear my throat and adjust the belt on my secondhand trench coat as I step off the elevator on the top floor of the address that Calum gave me. Stepping into a eerie white space, I look around. The room is lit from a strip of lighting that blends in with the wall; the floors are black stone. Just twenty paces away is a door that’s ajar. But other than that, there are no clues for me to follow.

      Definitely no sign of Calum.

      My heart thrums in my chest as I move toward the doorway. The only sound is the click of my heels as I cross the dark granite floor.

      Reaching the heavy door, I tug it open and step into the dimly lit space just beyond.

      My eyebrows rise as I take in the huge room. The lighting in here comes from candelabras placed at strategic points against the backdrop of a huge floor to ceiling window that spans the whole space.

      A stage and stripper pole are set up to the left, and a single black leather booth. In the middle of the room there is a huge white bed, piled high with pillows. And to my right is some odd looking pleather furniture, a large wooden X, and a wall of shelves with dark boxes. I can’t help but notice that one of the shelves has a bunch of sexy toys and dildos lined up on it, going from a small sleek pink device to an enormous black dildo at the end.

      What in the world have I just walked into?

      “Calum?” I call out. “Hello?”

      A doorway opens to my left. Calum strolls out, looking like he has just walked off a runway: he’s wearing a dark t-shirt and low slung jeans, his dark hair carefully messy. He sweeps his icy gaze over me, chilling me to the bone.

      He smirks as he strolls toward me. “Hello, Kaia.”

      Goosebumps break out over my entire body. I lift my purse nervously, needing to put something between our bodies. Swallowing and lifting my chin, I lay down the law.

      “I’m here.” I toy with my sash. “Do you want me to just get naked?”

      He arches a brow as he walks past me, to a little bar cart that’s set up in the corner. “Do you want a drink?”

      He pushes a button on a panel and rap music starts filtering through unseen speakers. I gulp and shake my head.

      God, this whole scenario makes me so fucking nervous. My heart is fluttering like a hummingbird in my chest.

      Calum waves a hand toward the bed. “Sit. I have a contract for you to sign.”

      He pours himself a drink as I walk over to the big bed, perching myself on the corner. It’s a little hot in here, enough to make me notice. My trench coat is over warm… but I’ll be damned if I’m going to take it off until he tells me to. After all, he did say to dress to impress.

      So underneath the coat I’m wearing a silky see-through black teddy, a barely there black lace bra, and the tiniest black lace thong.

      Calum walks over to me, smirking, and puts down a small sheaf of paper on the bed beside me. I flush as he places a pen beside it.

      He stands above me, sipping his drink and staring at me as I look at the papers.

      My breath catches as I pick up the contract, skimming it. The basics I glean from reading are that he doesn’t want me to tell anyone about what we’re doing, he wants to be able to call me literally anytime he feels like company, and he wants me to say yes to whatever he says.

      That’s essentially signing away my right to say no.

      I frown, looking up at him. “I don’t mind most of this. But… this is basically saying that I have to say yes, no matter what you propose.”

      He smiles coldly. “That’s right.”

      “What if I don’t want to do something?”

      He edges closer, brushing my knee with his. He looks down at me, his lips twitching.

      “What do you think I want to pay you so well for? Turn the page, look at the number, and then sign the fucking contract.”

      My heart squeezes, my stomach flip flops. Under his cool blue gaze, it’s hard to do anything but what he says.

      I look at the contract, flipping to the next page. And then my heart starts beating frantically at the number I see.

      A half million dollars a month.

      A half a million.

      Per month.

      My mouth opens, but there are no words in my empty head. I glance up at him, beseeching.

      And he picks up the pen, shoving it in my hands. I take it as his fingers brush my knee.

      “I—“

      Calum shuts me down by shaking his head. “Enough talking. Sign the contract so we can move on to other things, beauty.”

      His nickname for me sends chills down my spine. I uncap the pen and scrawl my name across the bottom of the page.

      As I do, I’m aware that I’m making a choice.

      I am selling myself to Calum.

      He’ll own me.

      Possess me.

      The ink on the dotted line begins to dry.

      I toss the pen and the contract aside, shuddering as I look up into his dark eyes. He just smirks.

      “Good girl.”

      I bite my lip and frown, not knowing what I’m supposed to say to that. Sweeping up the contract and the pen, he puts them back at the bar cart. Then he walks very slowly back to me. My heart thunders when he comes close enough that I can feel his body heat.

      My head falls back and I look at him, uncertainty and questions filling every inch of me. He looks down into my eyes with a smug expression.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says, reaching out his fingers to ever so lightly touch my upper arm. “So delicate. So fucking innocent. And here I am, already thinking of all the ways that I can ruin you.”

      My eyes widen. “Ruin me?”

      He tilts his head, running his fingers across my collarbone and down into the fabric hiding my cleavage. “Oh yes, beauty. I want to make sure that no man will ever have you quite like this.”

      I gulp. For some reason, my eyes are drawn back to the shelf of sex toys and dildos. “Are you going to use those on me?”

      My voice comes out as a soft squeak.

      Calum turns his head and then gives a sharp bark of laughter when he sees what I’m looking at. “Oh, beauty. I can’t wait to make you spread your legs and beg me to make you come. And those will definitely be a part of it.” He swings his smoldering gaze back to me, pinning me in place. “But we should start slow. For now, I want to sit in the booth over there and watch you dance for me.”

      Without another word, he turns on his heel and heads left, toward the stage. I follow, closing my trench coat more tightly against my collarbone. Calum throws himself down against the black leather booth, folding his hands behind his head.

      My hands shake as I grab the belt of my trench coat, walking up to him. For some reason, it’s harder to take off my coat than to just be half-naked.

      “Volume louder,” he shouts. The music suddenly swells, shifting to a rap song I recognize.

      As I untie the belt, I bite my lip and look down at the massive man that I’m about to strip for. Part of me wants to panic, to run screaming from this room.

      But another part of me really wants to stay. That part of me is curious what is going to happen and doesn’t care if being here is more than a little dangerous.

      I take off my coat, letting it fall to the ground. Calum’s eyes devour me, from my head to my toes.

      “Jesus,” he swears. “You are so fucking hot, Kaia.”

      I blush and struggle not to cover myself. “Do you want me on the pole?”

      He bites his lip, smirking, and shakes his head. “No.” He spreads his big hands out across his lap. “I’ve been waiting for you to give me another lap dance, beauty. I want to see you unravel while we are touching, just the way you almost did last time.”

      I raise my eyebrows, flushing hot pink. “You do?”

      His lips twitch. “No more questions. Come here.”

      I take a step toward him before my stripper training comes back to me.

      Head up. Shoulders back. Your hips should sway every time you walk.

      Make him want you.

      Transforming into that character is easy and natural once I remember that I should do it. I smile at him, biting my lip a little as I strut over to where he sits. His eyes sparkle as I stop just short of his reach.

      “Club rules,” I say, swaying my hips. “No touching, remember?”

      I bend down toward him. The hint of his aftershave curls in my nose. The look on his face reminds me of a curious cat.

      Calum reaches out and grabs my hips, pulling me onto his lap. “Fuck the rules. That’s why I brought you here. You signed the contract. Now I can do whatever the fuck I want.”

      I straddle his lap, my breath leaving me in a sharp huff. “Calum…”

      He lifts his hips and grinds into my ass. “Shut up.”

      I have to take back some semblance of control. So I clamp down on his lap and ride it for a minute, teasing him by putting my hands flat on either side of his head.

      “Relax,” I whisper, lifting and lowering my hips. “Let me take the reins for a minute.”

      I slide down a little closer to him. He shifts and his cock pops up between us, long and thick. Rocking my hips, I bump it a few times.

      “Tease,” he accuses. He moves again so that his cock settles against the seam of my pussy.

      I rock my hips again, stopping when my movement brushes the hard tip of his cock against my clit. A very soft “Ohhh,” pops out of my mouth.

      It’s not supposed to feel good for me, is it?

      His eyes sparkle with enjoyment. “Is that the spot, beauty?”

      He thrusts his hips up and his cock brushes that same spot again. My face reddens. I splay my hands out across his chest.

      “I thought we were trying to get you excited,” I say, a little breathlessly.

      His lips twitch. He stops moving suddenly.

      “You know what I want?”

      I swallow, shaking my head slowly. “No.”

      “I want you to take off those panties and touch your clit while you ride my lap.” He starts unbuttoning his jeans, his eyes glinting.

      My throat works. “I—“

      He moves so suddenly, ripping at my teddy and then at my panties in a frenzy. He tears my teddy in two and rips my thong off entirely, then he reaches out and pulls my bra cups down to expose my breasts.

      My heart is thumping against my ribs. My eyes are open wide, my lips parted.

      Is this what I signed up for? a small voice whispers in the back of my head.

      “Touch yourself,” he growls, looking up at me. “Show me how dirty you can be, Kaia.”

      He takes my hand and moves it down between us, then puts his hand in his jeans. I can only see a peek of pink flesh and he takes his cock in his fist.

      Wetting my lips with my tongue, I trail my fingers down to my clit. It’s swollen and needy right now, throbbing with every heartbeat. When I swipe my first two fingers over it, I almost stop breathing.

      It feels good, obviously. But am I really supposed to touch myself like this with him right here? I feel his gaze on me as I circle the little nub.

      What Calum is doing is far more interesting, in my opinion. He grits his teeth and works his hand up and down his shaft. I lean forward, biting my lip, trying to catch a glimpse.

      His cock is enormous, not that it’s any surprise. It pokes out from his jeans, dark pink and veiny, thick and uncircumcised. He catches my wide eyed look and smirks.

      “Don’t worry, beauty. When the time comes, you’ll take the whole fucking thing in any hole I want. After I come in your mouth and take your virginity, I’m going to fuck your ass.”

      My jaw drops. “Calum!”

      He reaches up, grabs me by the hair, and pulls my face down to his. His mouth finds my lips, plundering them mercilessly.

      He pulls back for just long enough to whisper against my lips. “I’m going to come, thinking about how fucking tight your little pussy will choke my fucking cock.”

      My clit throbs in response, though I’m horrified. He kisses me again, more brutal this time as he jackhammers his hand up and down his cock.

      He comes with a roar, sticky white semen splashing from the tip of his cock and getting all over my belly. His tongue penetrates my mouth just after he finishes, moaning as his cock twitches.

      Calum releases my hair, dropping his hand and leaning back. “Fuck,” he mutters. “Damn, Kaia.”

      My cheeks turn pink. I carefully try to extricate myself, but Calum grabs me by the back of my neck and kisses me for a long moment. His tongue works against mine, making the throb between my legs grow sharper.

      Then he turns me loose. “Okay. Get up.”

      My face turning red, I scramble off his lap and spot my coat. Grabbing it, I pull it on and tie the belt.

      Calum just lies there for another second, tucking his cock back in his jeans. He looks at me, his mouth turning down at the corners.

      “Are we done?” I blurt out, hugging myself around my waist.

      His brows lower over his eyes. “Do you have somewhere else to be, Kaia?”

      God, could this moment be any more mortifying?

      “No,” I say with a frown. “Just… if you are done, I have a long ride on the subway to get home. The sooner I leave, the sooner I can get dressed again.”

      He rolls his eyes and zips up his fly. “My driver will see you home.”

      I glare at him. “I’m fine. I’m just asking if you’re… done.”

      He frowns. “It’s not a request. And you can go. But be in the dance studio an hour early. All the really good dancers show up early to practice combinations.”

      My brows rise. “Oh?”

      He presses a button and the music turns off. “Yes.”

      With that, he lumbers by me, headed back toward the door that he first entered through. I don’t quite know what else to say.

      But that turns out to be a good thing, because he soon disappears through the doorway, slamming the door closed behind him.

      I’m left blinking at the wall where he disappeared, feeling inexplicably let down.
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      “Ah, there he is now,” Basil says.

      I step through the doorway at 7:59, looking around at the dancers at their barres. Kaia is standing at the front of the right barre; she clearly took my advice to heart.

      Pursing my lips, I set my water bottle down. I glance at Bas. “Are you going to begin?”

      Bas shoots me a glare and then turns around, shaking his head. He raises his arms. “Okay, everyone. Let’s start off in first position…”

      As he continues, I prowl around the room. I’m not in a particularly good mood; I started off my morning with a conference call with some bad news about my company’s stock. Now I’m here and still feeling angry.

      I channel it into ballet. One of the greatest things about ballet is that you can act out your fear and anger and hatred onstage. Even greater is being a teacher and having the class make mistakes.

      And this class makes a lot of mistakes. I correct every single imperfect arch and bow, remind people that their posture is essential, and always push every dancer to their god’s honest limit.

      Three more dancers leave in tears. Everybody else is left shaken by the end. I sit down, acting as though I need to fix my pant leg. Everyone is out of the rehearsal space like rats on a sinking ship. Even Basil hightails it out of the room.

      But when the room is empty, there is still one other person. Kaia closes the door and locks it, turning to me. Putting a hand on her hip, she cocks her head.

      “You’re going to get yourself fired,” she says levelly.

      Cracking my knuckles, I push myself to my feet. “What, you can’t take a little heat?”

      Kaia wrinkles her nose, shaking her head. She takes a sip out of her water bottle. “If you get canned, my chances of staying in the company are slim to none.”

      My lips curve upward. She doesn’t realize how good she is. Emma and Basil mentioned her performance during the auditions. She definitely would have been on their short list without me saying so.

      But I will keep that close to my vest for now.

      “I’m not going to be fired. I basically bankroll this entire place.” Taking a last sip of water out of my water bottle, I cast my gaze down over Kaia’s slender frame.

      She’s perfection today in a hot pink leotard, light pink tights, and a gauzy white dance skirt. To top it all off, there is a pink ribbon holding back her long blonde hair. That ribbon makes her look even more innocent than she is.

      It makes me think of how good she’s going to look wearing the same ribbon in her hair while she takes my cock deep in her throat and lets me fuck her mouth.

      “Are you listening?” she asks, her brow furrowing.

      One side of my mouth hitches up. “No. Are you ready to start work?”

      Her hazel eyes go wide. “What?”

      Stretching my arms out, I shoot her a quelling smile. “I’m supposed to tutor you,” I remind her.

      She blushes, but she looks relieved. “Oh. Uhhh…” She glances toward the door. “I guess now is as good a time as any. I just thought we were going to start after I had some choreography to work on.”

      She winces and looks down at her right foot. “Sleeping Beauty has essentially the same combinations in every iteration since the dawn of time.” I nod toward her foot. “Take care of that. Then we’ll start.”

      The door knob jiggles. I walk to the door, spying Bas through the door. Opening it, I step aside.

      Basil enters, his suspicious gaze going from me to Kaia. Luckily she is already across the room, sitting on the ground and peeling off her pointe shoe.

      “Why was the door locked?” Basil asks me in a hushed tone. “You can’t be in a locked room with a dancer, Calum. Not with Honor, not with…” He glances at Kaia, as if trying to place her. “Whatever her name is.”

      I cock a brow. “I’m not sure how the door got locked. We were merely discussing her inability to arabesque from a pirouette.”

      He narrows his eyes on my face. “I’m warning you, Calum.”

      Kaia hops up, testing out her shoe. She walks over to us, looking back and forth between us. “Did you tell Bas that you’re going to give me an hour of extra training twice a week?”

      I smile pointedly at her. “No. We hadn’t really gotten that far.”
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      Basil’s brow wrinkles. “Just the two of you?”

      I nod. “Yep. Unless you want to stick around?”

      Bas crosses his arms, looking between us. “Maybe I will. Just for today.”

      I want to throw him out of the room. But I don’t. Instead I spread my hands wide. “Great. Kaia was just saying that she doesn’t know the choreography at all yet. So maybe you can help with that.”

      He fixes me with a smug little glance. “Of course.”

      He walks over to the other side of the room, dipping his feet in the box of rosin powder to increase his traction. Then he walks to the far corner, glancing at Kaia.

      “What do you want to learn first? An easy combination? Or would you prefer to start with something more advanced?”

      Kaia’s throat works for a second as she glances at me. “Advanced, please. I would rather do something wrong with you two here than learn easier moves.”

      I fold my arms across my chest and tilt my head. Bas starts out in fifth position, arching his arms upward. “Okay. So… let’s start with this combination. It goes like this…”

      He executes several turns and then two leaps, ending with an arabesque. Then he does a great big leap across the floor, his movements exaggerated.

      When he finishes, he looks up at Kaia. “That’s one of the hardest combinations in the entirety of Sleeping Beauty. Are you ready to try it?”

      She gives him a quick nod, trotting to the rosin box. After daintily dabbing her feet in the powdered tree sap, she takes her place in the far corner. She assumes fifth position, blowing out a breath.

      “I can see you thinking,” I call out to her. “I should see the emotion from the scene or nothing at all. You’re supposed to be effortlessly graceful.”

      Her eyes flit to me, then refocus. Her expression turns slightly smiling. She raises her arms over her head and completes the pirouettes and the leaps. I can already see that she’s too hesitant and she starts a half second too late. There is a distinctly awkward moment when she lurches out of the last turn and into the first leap.

      Kaia does her big jump at the end, finishing by kicking one leg behind her and raising her arms. I blow out a breath and rub my hand over my mouth.

      That performance wasn’t horrible, but it was far from moving me at all.

      Bas’s lips twitch. “She needs music.”

      He pulls out his phone and plays around with the room’s stereo system. I look at her with a frown.

      “How did that feel for you?”

      Kaia looks down, her cheeks flushing. “Not great.”

      “Hmm,” I say, vaguely agreeing.

      Lively classical music starts to play and Bas takes a deep breath. “From the top. You can turn around do the same combination going that way.” He flicks his wrist to the opposite corner.

      Kaia hastens to take her position. Again, I can see she’s overthinking it.”

      “Kaia,” I bark. She looks at me and I pull my hand closed in the air over my face. “Effortlessly graceful.”

      She nods, looking ahead and shuttering her expression. She waits for five breaths, then raises her arms and begins to step into the first turn.

      This time, it’s better. Her timing has improved. She clearly has a knack for pirouettes, executing them well. But the two small leaps and the grand jeté at the end fall flat.

      She looks up to find me tapping my foot. “I don’t understand how you made it this far through school and yet this eludes you.”

      Kaia shoots me a hard look. “It’s only my second attempt, Calum.”

      Bas interrupts. “Let me see you do a turn and then step into a leap. That really needs work.”

      She does it again, and it looks every bit as awkward. I shake my head, moving away from the mirrored wall behind me.

      “Watch,” I say.

      I wait a second, pulling in a breath through my nose. Then I move, turning and stepping neatly into a leap. The move requires a great deal of precision and control on my part but I execute it almost casually.

      I stop short of doing another leap, turning back toward Kaia. “See?”

      Her brows draw down. “I think so. I’m missing a step between my pirouette and my leap. It’s just so fast that I almost missed it.”

      I smirk. “Indeed.”

      Irritation flashes across her face for a moment before she turns and walks to the corner. She takes fifth position and begins again.

      This time, her turns are close to perfect, she nails the leaps, and she manages a particularly grand jeté. She kicks her leg back behind her, balancing en pointe and raising her arms above her head.

      “Hold it!” I cry. “Hold it… hold it…”

      She breaks, her leg coming down. She glares at me, shaking her arms and legs out.

      “Come here,” I beckon. “Let’s practice that arabesque.”

      Her gaze slides between me and Bas, who seems to be preoccupied with texting. She hurries over to stand before me, taking fifth position. Then she sweeps her leg back and up and lifts her arms.

      I move closer, adjusting her posture ever so slightly with a hand on her waist. My other hand comes up to touch her inner thigh, lifting her leg ever so slightly higher.

      Her eyes widen as I touch her. Her breath falters, only noticeable to me because I’m standing so close.

      It is very tempting to slide my hand down to tease her pussy and up to nudge her breast. But I don’t.

      Even if I were to give in, Bas is standing right behind us. He’s waiting for just that kind of move from me.

      So I stay put. I can feel Kaia’s muscles start to tremble under my fingers.

      In this moment, she is graceful and beautiful.

      “One more…” I whisper.

      She holds it for another half breath before slowly releasing. I step back, putting my hands behind my back.

      “That was good,” I say.

      Kaia looks at me, her wide hazel eyes taking me in. Her cheeks turn pink and she tucks a stray lock of her hair that has escaped her ribbon back behind her ear.

      “Don’t think so much,” I murmur. “The pose is not easy, but it should be calming for you. After so much motion it is your reward. Just being still for a few moments.”

      Bas smiles lightly, looking at his phone. “I should go. Good work today though, Kaia.”

      Kaia blushes and ducks her head. “Have a good night.”

      Bas purses his lips and arches a brow at me while he walks out of the studio. I’m not sure what that was exactly, but I’m sure that he wouldn’t leave me here with Kaia if he knew what kind of thoughts I’ve had about her in the last twenty four hours.

      As he leaves, I heave a sigh. “Do you want to run it again? Repetition builds muscle memory.”

      She puffs out her cheeks and puts her hands on her hips, nodding as she walks across the room. “Yeah.”

      We drill the same combination about ten more times. “Good. Again.”

      As I walk over and check my phone, I see twenty missed calls, from Lucas and from another number that I don’t recognize. As I’m scrolling through my texts from Lucas, I see this.

      Anita had a bad fall. They are taking her to Memorial Hospital with a suspected fractured hip and a possible concussion. Call me.

      And then, where the fuck are you, Calum?

      “Fuck,” I say, glowering at my phone.

      “What?” Kaia calls.

      “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. I have to go,” I say, not even looking at her.

      I have to take control of this situation or Anita is going to have Lucas eating out of the palm of her hand soon enough. Not even glancing back, I grab my water bottle and start calling my limousine driver.
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      I ride the elevator upstairs to the twelfth floor of Memorial Hospital, brooding as the floors tick by. The doors open to reveal a white block that serves as a desk and runs to my right and to my left.

      I step out and stalk to the desk, looking over the nurses who are doing paperwork. “1217?”

      One of the nurses looks at me, her eyes narrowing. “Are you family?”

      My lips curl up in a sneer. I’m certainly not a blood relative, but Lucas and I are all that Anita has. She’s driven away everyone else.

      “She wants to see me,” I say. I can see the door on the right side of the hall, labeled 1201. Starting toward it, I flap a hand at the nurse. “I got it.”

      “Sir?” Another nurse calls after me. “Sir, you need to check in—“

      Picking up the pace, I turn the corner and walk down the eerily quiet hall. Everything but the doors is white; the doors are antiseptic seafood green, most closed for privacy. Here and there, placed at staggered intervals, are odd numbered doors.

      1213… 1215… 1217.

      I find the door, turning and facing it. The same nurse has followed me down the hall, her expression uncertain.

      I realize my heart is thumping in my chest as I suck in a deep breath. Before I can make a move to open the door, it swings open wide. I see my brother’s dark hair first as he turns from saying something to the room’s occupant.

      “I’ll get—“ Lucas sees me and his eyebrows rise. “You’re here.”

      I squint at him. “I am,” I agree. “You said it was an emergency.”

      He moves forward, closing the door behind himself and puffing out his cheeks. “Yeah.” He checks the hallway, waving to the nurse. “Hey, can you call Dr. Stein? She is complaining that the pain medication is making her nauseated. We need to try another one.”

      The nurse slows, looking between us. It takes too long for Lucas, who pulls out his phone. “I’m going to call the head of medicine. What’s your name again? I want to make sure I get it right.”

      She swallows. “Sandra! I’m Sandra. And… no need to call Dr. Baker again. I’ll call Dr. Stein right now.”

      She hurries away, her thick soled shoes squeaking on the floor. I arch a brow.

      “How many times have you called Dr. Baker already?”

      He shrugs a shoulder. “For what we pay in charitable donations, I’ll call Dr. Baker every ten minutes until Anita is out of the hospital.”

      I take a deep breath. “What happened?”

      “She said she fell getting out of the shower.” He screws up his face. “She hit her head pretty hard and bruised her left hip.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, calculating. “Are you saying that you brought me all the way across Manhattan in rush hour traffic because Anita has a bruise?”

      He rolls his eyes dismissively. “She asked for you.”

      “Uh huh.” I fold my arms across my chest. “Where is Manuelo?”

      Lucas heaves a sigh and sticks his hands in the pockets of his dark slacks. “She wouldn’t say. It seems like they had a spat, I guess. She kept saying that he’s been gone for a while.”

      My upper lip curls. “Manuelo works for us, Lucas. Why didn’t you just call him?”

      He pushes his cheek out with his tongue. “Don’t take your distemper out on me, Calum. I tried his number; it has been disconnected. So Anita was my only source and she was less than forthcoming…”

      “Lucas?”

      Her voice comes faintly through the door. The sound of her nasal tone sends a wave of nausea through my whole system. It also causes me to break into a cold sweat.

      Lucas turns around and pushes the door open. “Look who is here, Anita.”

      He grabs me by the forearm and tows me into the room. Anita is sitting on the hospital bed, her tiny body surrounded by pillows and smothered in blankets. She sits up a little and pats the back of her dyed black hair, her mouth pursing. Whether she is displeased or not is impossible to say.

      “Oh, Calum,” she says, tearing up. She speaks English heavily inflected with a Spanish accent. “Thank god you’re here. I keep telling everybody to wait until you get here to make my medical decisions.”

      My mouth thins. “I’m not interested in having any say in what happens to you, Anita. I think I’ve made that clear as a bell.”

      Lucas gives me an alarmed look, but I’m not worried about that. Anita does exactly what I expect of her, which is that she bursts into full-fledged tears.

      “Why do you treat me as if I was some street trash, Cal? After I raised you, after I fed and clothed and sheltered you out of my own pocket?!”

      She starts sobbing brokenly. I check my watch; it took her less than two minutes to start guilt tripping me about having basic needs as a child.

      Lucas shoves me. I roll my eyes up at him, scowling. “What?”

      “Be nice to her,” he mutters. “Jesus, Calum. She’s in the fucking hospital.”

      I glare at him. He glares right back.

      “You shouldn’t have called me here,” I say simply. “You know better.”

      The nurse coughs gently behind us to alert us to her presence. “Excuse me, but could I please borrow you, Mr. Fordham?”

      Lucas stiffens. “Yeah, of course. Coming.”

      I scowl at him as he leaves the room, stalking down the hallway. Anita has progressed to full blown howling by now; I blow out a breath as I cast a glance her way.

      “You treat me so terrible!” she wails.

      I lean against the closest wall, tilting my head. “What happened to Manuelo, Anita? Hmm? Lucas said that he changed his phone number.”

      Her thin shoulders shake with the force of her sobs. “Se ha ido! Como tu. Ya no es especial para mi!!”

      “Yeah, I still don’t speak any Spanish.” I glance behind me, wondering when Lucas is coming back.

      She cries for a minute. When she yells again, it’s accentuated with hiccups. “I. Don’t. Know. Why. You. Don’t. CARE about me!”

      “Yes, you do.” I look at my fingernails, pursing my lips.

      “No!” she shrieks.

      “Well, the second my mother died, you offered to take care of me and Lucas.” My lips twitch. “And before she was even buried, you came onto me. I was fifteen. My mom had just died.” I smile at her, the expression turning mean. “And if I’m remembering correctly, you made me fuck you in a closet at her funeral.”

      “What!?” she cries. “No, you were older than that when we made love! You said you were in love with me, mijo.”

      I exhale a long breath. “No, I didn’t. And I wasn’t. Should we call a few of the nurses in here and ask them if they think that was an okay thing to do to a boy who’s mom had just died?” I narrow my eyes. “Or how about I finally tell Lucas that the whole time we were with you, the whole time we were enrolled in ballet school and living a life of luxury… you were fucking me every single chance you got. Hmm?”

      She suddenly stops crying, her sniffles making her sound even more pathetic. “I don’t think other people can understand, mi amor. What we had was a soul connection.”

      Anita grips the blankets, pulling them closer.

      I snort. “Whatever you have to tell yourself, Anita. Just remember that I can tell everyone that little bit of gossip anytime I feel like it.”

      She sniffs, wiping at her nose. “You’re hateful. You always have been. Ever since you were little, you always would cause a problem.”

      “Let me ask you something. How old was I when you first looked at me and thought, I want to fuck him. Fourteen? Thirteen?”

      She glares at me. “You were born like this, mijo. You were born ruined like trash in the summertime.”

      Her words don’t even prick me. I just laugh. “So younger than thirteen, then. That’s disgusting.”

      “You are a pig of a man,” she fires back.

      I put my hands to my heart, playing as if she’d wounded me. “Tough words, coming from a pedophile.”

      I’m not sure how she even reached over and flung her water bottle at me so fast, but it sprays the entire lower half of the wall near me. I look down at the few drips of moisture that hit my shins.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” I goad her. Laughing, I point a finger at her. “Take me off your contact list. I don’t want to be called back here for you.”

      Lucas pops his head back in the room. He takes a breath, sensing the tension in the air between us. Anita is glaring at me; I still wear a half smile.

      “O…kay. Calum, can I talk to you for a minute out here?”

      I shoot Anita one last cold smile. “Gladly.”

      Walking out of her room is heavenly. Closing the door on her sniveling face is just the cherry on top of my fucking sundae. I turn to my brother, squinting.

      “If you’re about to ask me a favor, the answer is no,” I tell him. “I’m not helping you help her.”

      He takes a step toward me, his face twisting into a sneer, and pushes me so that my back hits the wall. “What the hell is your problem, Calum? Can’t you have a little compassion? That woman in there was basically our second mother.”

      That sick feeling washes through my stomach once again. “Don’t say that, Lucas. I know our mom had her problems—“

      He pushes me again. “Mom was a drug addict. Okay? And a prostitute. And Anita stepped in, though she didn’t have to, and took really good care of us. She spent like a hundred thousand dollars to make sure we were accepted at the best ballet school and we would both go on to have our own careers in ballet. And she’s nice, on top of all that.”

      My lips twist in a grimace. “There are things you don’t know,” I warn.

      He shakes his head in disbelief. “Tell me! If she really did something that terrible and I somehow missed it, tell me right now! Come on, we’ll go to the police together, since it is obviously a terrible crime that must be punished…”

      I glare at him. My hands ball into fists. As much as I want to tell him, want to rub it in his smug face, I won’t.

      I can’t tell him that I slept with Anita to keep a roof over our heads and food in our mouths. Part of me is too proud and another part of me just… doesn’t want him to live with that kind of guilt.

      So I stonewall him. “It’s none of your business.”

      He laughs. “That’s what I fucking thought.”

      I lean in close to his face. “You don’t know her like I do, Lucas.”

      “Can you stop? I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry I called you to come help me handle this situation.”

      That gives me pause. I would do anything for Lucas. He’s the one person in the world that I would walk through fire and crawl on my belly over shards of glass to help.

      I compose myself, shutting down the emotions I’m feeling. “Just tell me what you need, Lucas.”

      He blows out a breath, taking a step back. He tilts his head to the side. “All I need is the names and phone numbers of some replacements for Manuelo. And maybe some second opinions, just to check Anita out and make sure that she’s really okay.”

      My lips twitch. He could’ve asked one of our personal assistants for those numbers. But I won’t get into that right now.

      “Fine.”

      He narrows his eyes on my face. “Fine.”

      I repress an eye roll. “I’m going to go. I’ll have Jane reach out to you within the next hour.”

      He purses his lips. “Okay.”

      I turn and stride down the hall. He calls, “Thanks!”

      Without looking back, I wave a dismissive hand, heaving a silent sigh.
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      I’m busy tonight.

      I glance at my cellphone again, wondering what that text from Calum means. What is he doing?

      Shopping for yachts? Visiting his tailor to buy another dozen custom made suits? Eating sushi with models? The last idea tugs the corners of my mouth downward.

      “Hey!” Ella says, reaching out and jerking me to the right.

      I look up and realize that I almost walked into a huge potted plant placed in the middle of the walkway down to the bowling alley. Screwing my face up, I sigh and put my phone in the back pocket of my jeans. “Thanks.”

      Ella shakes her head at me, running a hand over her short baby blue dress. “You have been glued to your phone ever since I picked you up. What’s so important?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Nothing.”

      She holds my arm as she tows me inside the bowling alley. Just beyond the doors there is the desk with an irritated person mousing through a computer. Just beyond that is a towering stack of cubbies, each jammed full of shoes. Even if I was blind, I could tell where we are; the pungent smell of disinfectant rises to my nose and the immediate blast of air conditioning on my skin see to that.

      The clerk looks up at us, squinting a little. “You wanna bowl or what?”

      Ella steps forward, pursing her lips. “Yeah. We are joining someone…”

      Looking out across the brightly colored lanes, I spot Eric. I nudge Ella and she clears her throat. “Lane four. We need…” She looks at me, lifting her brows. “What, an hour?”

      The guy sighs. “Two people, two pairs of shoes, one hour. That’s fifteen bucks.”

      Before Ella can get her wallet out of her purse, I fish a twenty dollar bill out of my pocket. “Here.”

      The clerk doesn’t even look at me. He just hands me change and hurries to get us each a pair of shoes. Then we walk over to where Eric is lounging, his feet up on the small screen where you input names.

      “Hey,” Ella says.

      He salutes both of us lazily. “You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.”

      “Sorry,” I instantly apologize. “Ella was on time. I was running behind as usual.”

      He smirks a little at me, his gaze traveling down my body. “It’s nice to see that you have a t-shirt and jeans. I was starting to think that all you owned were leotards and leg warmers.”

      I flush at his teasing. Ella plops herself down in a nearby seat, changing her shoes. I do the same, my eyes traveling up to where Eric has already filled in nicknames for each of us.

      “I know I’m Kaia Papaya,” I say, putting my other shoes under a seat. “But who are the other two names?”

      He stands up, stretching. “I’m E-Male. Get it, cause I’m the only guy?”

      “Does that make me Old Yella?” Ella asks. “I do not get your sense of humor, my dude.”

      Eric rolls his eyes. “Can we just bowl?”

      I take a deep breath and nod. “Let me pick out a ball really quickly.”

      His lips twitch. “I already put a couple of twelve pound balls in the ball return thing.”

      I arch my eyebrows. “For me?”

      He squints at me. “For both of you. The last time we did this, you both used twelve pound balls. Since I had nothing but time while I was waiting on you, I went ahead and grabbed four balls that size. Plus a sixteen pounder for myself.”

      I blink. “Oh. Well… thanks. That was really nice of you.”

      Ella points up at the scoreboard. “According to that, you’re up first, Eric.”

      He stands up, brushing imaginary dust off of his dark t-shirt. “Watch and learn, ladies.”

      I smile, rolling my eyes. Ella wrinkles her nose.

      “In your dreams, white boy,” she calls after him. “I’m going to whoop you.”

      As I watch him select his ball, I reach into my back pocket for my phone. I check the screen but there are no notifications.

      Heaving a silent sigh, I return the phone to my jeans. Ella arches a questioning eyebrow at me. “Who is keeping you from being present right now?”

      I flush. “No one. I’m just… checking my Insta.”

      The lie sounds phony coming out of my mouth. “You are a terrible liar.” Crossing her arms, she turns to watch Eric bowl.

      I bite my lip and do the same. Eric knocks some pins down, trotting back towards us.

      “Just getting warmed up,” he says, bridging his hands and turning them inside out. “I’m telling you guys, I’m a great bowler.”

      I giggle. “We have bowled with you before. There is no reason to lie.”

      “Yeah, E-Male,” Ella says, laughing.

      Eric’s face flushes. “You can both go to hell.”

      “Hmm.” Ella shakes her head and looks at the scoreboard. “Hey, I’m going to grab one of every kind of junk food from the commissary. Any special requests?”

      I turn and look at the restaurant, if you can call a popcorn machine and one of those hot dog rollers that. Wrinkling my nose, I pull out some cash. “Get me whatever is the best bang for my buck.”

      She eyes me. “Look at you, Miss Got Money To Burn All The Sudden. Keep your dough. This is my treat. Just be prepared to eat your own weight in salty, sticky, sweet goodness.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows and dashes off toward the food counter. Her dress barely covers her ass as she goes but I figure she already knows all about that.

      “Your turn,” Eric says quietly. He’s close behind me and that gives me a start.

      I whirl around, my eyes wide. “What?”

      He points up at the scoreboard, where Kaia Papaya is flashing insistently. “It’s your turn to bowl.”

      I give him a wobbly smile. “Right. Duh.”

      I walk past him. He leans into my path, bumping my shoulder with his. I scrunch my nose up and shoot him a joking glare.

      “Watch it!” I protest.

      He smirks at me as he sits down. In his blue jeans and snug t-shirt, with his light blue eyes and sandy blond hair, he looks like the all-American boy. The football player who you hope will ask you to homecoming.

      I flush as I grab the closest ball from the ball return. In any other scenario, I would be over the moon that someone as handsome as Eric was flirting with me.

      In fact, deep down, I have butterflies rumbling around in my stomach.

      But as I walk toward the bowling lane, I can’t be truly happy about it. Because there is one tall, dark, and irresistibly smug problem.

      Calum. Add the money he pays me and the fact that I’ve fooled around with him more than anybody else…

      And yeah. Eric is dreamy. But Calum is…

      Well, he’s a man. With dark three piece suits, a tumbler of whiskey, and stunning ocean blue eyes, I might add.

      So what if we don’t really have anything more than a transactional relationship? Maybe it’s better that way.

      We have rules. We have boundaries.

      No one will get hurt.

      “Can you throw the ball already?” Eric asks.

      “Don’t rush me!” I say.

      I wind up and toss the ball, biting my lip. As it sails neatly down the middle of the lane, I shrug. The ball strikes the pins; all the pins go down, just as I intended.

      “Yes!” I cheer. I turn around, doing a little victory dance. Striding back from the lane, I grin at Eric. “That was a strike, in case you missed it.”

      Eric rolls his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I just have to get loose and then we’ll see who’s good at this game.”

      Just in time for her turn, Ella comes walking down from the restaurant, her arms loaded with all kinds of food. “A little help?”

      I trot over to the closest table, helping relieve her burden. She wasn’t wrong about getting one of everything. She sets down chicken fingers, curly fries, two orders of cheese sticks, and several long, sweet smelling churros. She also plunks down a pitcher of soda and cups.

      “One more thing…” she says. Then she reaches in her little purse and tosses a pack of Sour Patch Kids on the table.

      I look at all the food, my eyes widening. “This is a lot. Do you know how many calories are on this table right now?”

      Ella narrows her eyes at me. “I got you diet soda, okay? So let’s all just enjoy the bounty.”

      I smile at her. “Thanks.”

      “Holy shit,” Eric says, coming up to the table. “I volunteer to be your personal Hoover, vacuuming up anything that’s leftover.”

      She grins. “Help yourself. I’m going to go bowl this frame right quick.”

      Eric rubs his hands together, snagging a seat. I sit down opposite him, pouring out the diet soda first. He chooses to bite in a churro first, moaning.

      “Oh man,” he whispers, almost reverent. “It’s been a while since I had something that was deep fried.”

      I smirk, opening my pack of candy. “Yeah?”

      Ella returns after a minute, grabbing a cheese stick and enthusiastically dipping it in a little plastic ramekin of marinara. “God, I might have fantasized about this a little bit on the way over here.” She takes a bite and then groans. “This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten. I’m not even lying.”

      Shaking my head, I grab a curly fry and bite into it. It’s a little overcooked but still hot.

      “Okay, these fries are amazing and someone will have to take them away from me at some point.”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket.

      I chew my fry and try to sneak it out of my pocket, checking the screen under the table. Of course it’s nothing, just a stupid email notification. Ella leans over to see and then rolls her eyes.

      “Seriously?”

      My cheeks turn bright pink. “What? My phone buzzed!”

      She shakes her head, turning to Eric. “She has checked her phone no less than twenty times in the last hour. That tells me that she’s waiting to hear from some hot ass booty call—“

      “Ella!” I cry, embarrassed. “I’m telling you, I’m just… like, a phone addict or whatever.”

      Eric looks at me, his expression cautious. “Who are you expecting to hear from? We are your only friends… and we are here.”

      I point at them both. “That’s not true. I have other, non-ballet friends.”

      Ella laughs. “You do not. It’s okay, I don’t have friends outside of ballet either. I mean, there are my cousins. I hang out with them a lot when I’m at home, but that’s just because my family has the nicest house.”

      She rolls her eyes.

      Eric nods at my phone. “Who are you waiting to hear from, Kaia?”

      I will do just about anything to avoid that question. So I smile, turning to Ella.

      “Hey, remember last year when Eric was dancing, doing all the Russian jumps, and his pants pretty much exploded?”

      He glares at me, swiping a chicken finger. “I’m sure everyone has moved on from that.”

      Ella snorts. “Uh, noooo. We didn’t forget. That was the day that I found out that you wear a dainty pink dance belt under your leggings.”

      He rocks his head back. “I washed the damn belt with a red shirt. It turned pink in the wash. I thought I already explained that!”

      Before the argument can continue, my phone starts buzzing in my hand. Alarmed, I look down at the screen.

      Calum.

      My heart starts to beat wildly. My stomach fills with acid.

      “Umm, I should go take this,” I mumble, sliding to my feet.

      “I told you there was a boy,” Ella said. “Didn’t I tell you?”

      Hurrying away from the table, I put the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      There is no greeting, no warm tone. Just his gruff rumble. “I need you dressed in cocktail attire and ready to meet me at Peychaud’s in an hour.”

      “Uhhh…” I glance back at my friends. “I’m really in the middle of something. Besides, I’m not dressed right…”

      “I’m texting you the address now,” he says. “Don’t make me wait.”

      Then he hangs up, leaving me staring at my home screen. I blink several time, then turn toward my friends, trying to decide just what I’m about to tell them to escape.
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      I’m at the stylish, hammered copper bar at Peychaud’s, toying with my drink. The lights are dimmed, the place is hopping. It’s busy tonight, the bar packed, the tables full of noisy people dressed in their date night best.

      The bartender, a pretty brunette, comes over to check on me. “Would you like another Vieux Carre?”

      I look down at the drink, surprised to find it all but empty. The dark cherry is still there along with a couple of half-melted cubes of ice. I check my watch with a sigh.

      “Yeah. Might as well.”

      She takes my old glass and heads down the bar. Right beside me, a group of young businesspeople throw their heads back, laughing hysterically. A redhead in a stunning red dress accidentally steps too far back. She whirls, her expression a bit tipsy but no less apologetic.

      “Omigoooooddd,” she squeaks. “I’m so sorry.”

      I frown at her. Normally I would use this moment to pick her up and fuck her in a storage closet. But Kaia is on her way here.

      At least, in theory.

      I’ve gone to great lengths to have Kaia at my beck and call; I know for a fact that she’ll give me exactly what I’m looking for, because I pay her to.

      Which is why the redhead is off-limits, for now.

      “No problem,” I say at last, starting to turn away.

      She leans closer, peering at me with an incredulous look on her face. “Your eyes are stunning!” She says. “You’re not here all by yourself, are you?”

      I glance at my watch again. Kaia is twenty minutes late. Which begs the question…

      Am I here alone or not?

      Before I can answer her, I notice Kaia outside the window, dressed in a tiny white dress. She’s running toward the bar, looking flustered.

      “My date just got here,” I say. “You’ll excuse me…”

      I turn and signal to the bartender to keep my seat and the chair beside it open. Then I walk over to the front door, where Kaia is being hassled by the door guy for ID.

      I pull out my money clip and slide off a hundred dollar bill, waving it at the guy. “She’s with me.”

      He doesn’t even blink or look up at me. He just takes the money and turns to the next person coming through the door.

      Kaia looks at me, trying to catch her breath. She looks absolutely amazing, her tits pushed up and an almost scandalous amount of leg showing. I step closer, hugging her against my dark-suited body.

      My lips twitch as I whisper in her ear. “You’re late.”

      She pulls back, her eyes scanning my face. “I told you. I was on the other side of town.”

      Guiding her back to our seats at the bar, I pull her seat out for her. Her eyebrows rise.

      “Are you being a gentleman for me now, Calum?”

      I chuckle as I take my own seat. “Don’t worry, beauty. I promise that I’m still beastly underneath this posh exterior. I’m Dr. Jekyll right now, but wait until I get you alone.”

      I smile at her, showing my teeth. She shivers as her eyes dip down to my mouth. I can’t get enough of those honest, innocent little reactions.

      She licks her lips nervously, looking over at the bar. She leans close, whispering to me. “I’m not actually old enough to be in here.”

      I squint at her. Yes, I know that I should pick women who are old enough to legally drink. And I usually do.

      But Kaia is different. One look at her body while she was grinding on the pole at Club X and I knew I had to have her.

      “Here,” I say, picking up the Vieux Carre cocktail. “Try this.”

      She takes a sip, looking at me. Then she makes a face. “It’s strong. And bitter. I… I don’t think I like it, Calum.”

      I roll my eyes. “All right. We’ll start off easy. You like champagne, right?”

      Her cheeks blaze bright pink. “Yes…”

      I raise my hand as a signal. The bartender comes over, smiling. “What can I make for you?”

      “Make her a French 75,” I say.

      The bartender nods, disappearing. When she reappears a half minute later, she holds a champagne flute. The contents of the glass are a curl of lemon, a little gin, a dash of simple syrup, and an effervescent champagne topper.

      “Here you go,” she says, setting it on a cocktail napkin before Kaia. “Enjoy.”

      “Thanks,” Kaia says. She looks at me again as she tastes the cocktail. As though she needs feedback from me when sampling something new.

      That’s… interesting.

      Her expression brightens. “Mmm! This is good.”

      I smile coolly. “Baby’s first cocktail.”

      “Hmm?” she asks, leaning her head closer to my mouth.

      “Never mind. Where were you when I called?”

      Her mouth pulls down in a frown. “Here and there. Out with my friends.”

      I narrow my eyes on her face. “What friends?”

      I move my hand toward her cheek, thinking to tuck a piece of her cornsilk hair back behind her ear. But I’m not expecting her reaction.

      Kaia flinches, closing her eyes and recoiling. I stop, my hand hovering in the air between us.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen her behave like that, as if she were an abused puppy and I were her unhinged owner.

      That’s a learned behavior if I’ve ever seen one.

      After a second, she opens her eyes. Warmth instantly rushes to her cheeks.

      “Sorry,” she says, looking mortified. “You… uh…”

      I shrug one shoulder, dropping my hand. Instead I pick up my drink, taking a sip. The cool liquid burns on its way down.

      Kaia puts her champagne flute on the bar, pouting. “Is it usually like this? When you… start seeing someone like me? Or am I just spectacularly awkward?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” I say.

      She looks up at me, surprised. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re not the first girl to catch my eye at Club X,” I say, swirling the amber contents around in my tumbler. “But you are definitely the first one that I’ve seen outside the club. The only one I’ve had a contract with.”

      She blinks, flushing. “Oh. I just assumed that you had… dated… women from the club before.”

      I purse my lips and cock my head. “You caught my eye. But you had my attention the second that I saw you do an arabesque. The stripping was all flash, but the actual ballet is the reason that we are both here right now.”

      I reach out, trailing my fingers over her knee. She looks up, swallowing hard, her hazel eyes so wide and innocent.

      “Don’t you agree?” I murmur.

      She sinks her white teeth into the fullness of her bottom lip, smiling shyly. “I never quite know what to think when I’m around you.”

      I smirk at her. “I promise to keep you on your toes… quite literally.”

      She squints at me. “Did you just make a pun?”

      I shrug, glancing away and sipping my drink. “I can be funny sometimes. Mostly when I am drunk.”

      She nods slowly. “It’s just not something I associate with you as a person.”

      “What can I say, I’m multifaceted. You didn’t think that you could know me for less than a month and already have me all figured out, did you?”

      Two spots of pink appear in the apples of her cheeks. She wrinkles her nose humorously. “I guess not. But… does your comedic turn mean you are drunk right now?”

      Setting my drink on the bar, I move toward her, skimming my hands along the outside of her bare thighs. “I’m getting there. Don’t worry, beauty. My dick is still hard as a fucking rock right now, looking at you in that little dress.”

      She bites her lip playfully, placing her hand on my shoulder to pull my ear closer to her mouth. “I’ve been thinking about you a lot. Thinking about when I straddled your lap and you rubbed my pussy…”

      Growling softly, I stand up and pull her hard against the wall of my muscular body. She makes a soft sound of surprise, looking up at me. She’s so soft, so feminine. So innocent, a rose whose petals are ready to be plucked.

      I bite my lip, whispering in her ear. “I’m going to ruin you, Kaia. After we finally fuck, no other man will ever make you cream the same way.”

      She looks at me, sucking in a breath. I reach up and drag my thumb across the fullness of her sensitive bottom lip. She leans her head back a little, her lips parting, her eyes closing halfway.

      I can’t help but kiss her, pressing my lips against her hot mouth. Her fingers curl around my nape; she moans ever so softly as I sweep the inside of her mouth with my tongue.

      She’s so fucking sweet that I almost can’t stand it. I groan and press her closer, my hand sliding down from her waist to cup her ass.

      My cock throbs, pressed between our bodies. A stray image pops into my head of her on her knees, her mouth open wide as I bury my cock deep and fuck her face. The feeling of her tongue working against mine makes my whole body shudder.

      I pull back, ready to tell her that we should go to my limo. But over her shoulder, I see Honor standing with her hands on her hips. She’s wearing a little silver dress and showing off a lot of skin. It would be hotter if I didn’t know that she was out at a bar while she was pregnant. She looks at both of us, her lips twisting sourly.

      “Am I seeing things?” she asks. “Because if I’m not mistaken, this is one of the dancers that the New York Ballet brought in to replace me.”

      Kaia’s eyes widen and she steps away from me, glancing back at Honor. “Says who?”

      “Don’t engage with your predecessor, Kaia. She’s clearly been trolling the NYB’s website, angry at being replaced.” I tilt my head to the side. “How is being pregnant going for you, Honor?”

      She scoffs. “Like you can judge me. I know that you two are not supposed to be all over each other like this. I mean, you’re supposed to be her teacher, Calum. Jesus.”

      I shoot her a glare. “We should go, Kaia.”

      Honor blocks our path. “Seriously? The last time I checked, you were obsessed with me. I practically had to take a restraining order on your fucking ass. What happened?”

      I slide my arm around Kaia’s waist, tugging her close as I start to maneuver around Honor. “You had plenty of chances, Honor. Clearly I’ve found a replacement for you.”

      Kaia does a double take. “What?”

      Honor bares her teeth. “I want my job back, Calum.”

      I shake my head, pulling Kaia along with me. “I don’t really care.”

      “I’ll report you both!” Honor calls after us.

      I stop, releasing Kaia from my grip. Turning around slowly, I send Honor a smoldering glare. “You’re an aging, bitter, disgraced former employee. I don’t think that anyone will listen to you make accusations against me, the primary supporter of the ballet company.” I smirk. “So go right ahead. I would love to get you on record so that my fleet of personal attorneys can destroy you.”

      Honor’s eyes widen. “Calum—“

      I shake my head, spinning back to Kaia. “Let’s go.”

      Kaia lets me pull her along, glancing back as we leave the bar. We step outside and my limousine is already waiting. I get the door, pulling it open for her.

      But she doesn’t get in. Her eyebrows are drawn down, her mouth is twisted to the side. “Is what you said true? Am I really just a replacement for Honor?”

      That gives me pause. “No. I don’t… it’s more complicated than that. Can you get in the fucking car?”

      She balks. “I think I can get my own ride tonight.”

      “Seriously?!” I protest. “Get in the fucking limo, Kaia. If you insist, I can drop you off at your house.”

      Kaia stares at me, her hands bunching into fists. “Fine,” she says through clenched teeth. She ducks her head and climbs in the back seat.

      I get in after her, pissed off. Honor managed to ruin a perfectly good mood. And now I’m chauffeuring Kaia home instead of having her enthusiastically blow me.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, bristling.

      Kaia looks away, out the limo’s window. “Queens.”

      The limousine pulls out and I glare at the buildings as they pass, seething.
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      “She said that you are the biggest backstabber that she’s ever met,” the bleach blonde housewife says. From my computer screen, she squints at the woman she’s dishing gossip to. Because she’s had so much plastic surgery done to her face, she looks almost serene even though her voice is angry.

      I am sitting in full splits on the floor of my living area, watching tv on my ancient laptop. My apartment doesn’t have any heat of its own. Instead I rely on ambient heat from the tenants below, several tiny space heaters, and a ton of blankets and socks.

      Still, my apartment is chilly today. The people downstairs must have their heat turned down during the day. I wrap myself up in my prized possession, my dove gray winter coat.

      It is heavy and warm and made of wool. I brought it at a thrift store for pennies on the dollar and I unabashedly love it.

      As the women on my screen escalate tensions, I lower my upper body onto the floor. My kitty Exupéry swishes his tail, disapproving of my focusing on anything that isn’t him.

      I raise myself onto my elbows with a sigh and pet him. “I know. You don’t like Kelly either, huh? Who could?”

      The cat meows are rubs against my hand. I feel sort of bad for Exupéry because I am almost never home. But there is a kitty door downstairs that Exupéry seems to make full use of whenever I’m not around.

      “You probably have like eight other families,” I say, scratching her chin. “I get it. I’m just not around very much, am I? I wouldn’t even be here right now, except that Basil is sick. So I get a full day off.”

      She cocks her head and looks at me, giving me one last rub before strutting off. I sigh and think about food; I can’t remember the last time that I went grocery shopping.

      I sit up and pull my laptop in, pursing my lips. Maybe I need to go shopping at like… a farmer’s market. That sounds healthy… and way cheaper and closer than some place like Whole Foods.

      I type in farmer’s market in my search bar and a million results pop up. I scroll through the results, not seeing exactly what I’m looking for.

      There is a sudden knock at my door, a loud enough banging that I tense and shut my laptop. This is definitely out of the ordinary because no one knows where I live.

      Well, except Calum.

      Why would he not call me first, though?

      I scramble to stand, brushing off my jeans and lilac midriff tee. The knocking comes again, sounding even more aggressive this time.

      “Coming!” I call, trotting to the stairs and thundering down them. The banging persists even as I wrench open the door.

      “Okay, okay—“

      I stop mid sentence, blinking.

      My father stands there in his slacks and a dark fleece jacket, looking angry. A few steps down, Hazel stands with her hands in the pockets of her stylish black silk jumpsuit.

      “Oh. Hi?” I say, squinting at both of them.

      My dad smiles, showing his teeth. “Your sister and I were just in the city, meeting with some people for her fashion label. We thought we should just stop by.”

      I narrow my eyes at them both. It’s the first time I’ve heard about my sister having a fashion label, but I let that pass.

      “How did you know to find me here?” I ask, glancing out the door. “And why didn’t you call?”

      My father’s smile broadens. “Can’t you just be happy to see your family, Kaia?”

      I flick my gaze to Hazel, who is smiling smugly. “Of course. I mean… do you guys want to come in?”

      My heart starts racing. I definitely don’t want either of them in my private space, my innermost sanctum. For a second, my breath hitches as my father looks past me, considering.

      When he shakes his head, I’m beyond relieved.

      “I thought we would all get some lunch. Somewhere…” He glances around him, his lips twitching. He obviously doesn’t like my neighborhood very much. “Nice.”

      I suck in a deep breath. “Yeah, sure. Let me just grab my shoes and my purse.”

      I turn around and clatter up the stairs, quickly finding them. My dad and my sister have a cab waiting when I come back down; only fifteen minutes later, we are back in Manhattan proper.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      My dad glances back at me from the passenger seat. “We’re almost there.”

      I glance at Hazel, who is playing on her phone. “How is school?”

      She rolls her eyes over to me. “You don’t need to act interested in my life, Kaia. I have plenty of my own friends and interests.”

      My eyebrows rise. “Okay… I was just checking in.”

      The car stops before she has time to retort. My father jumps out, opening the door for Hazel. He offers her his arm as I climb out of the other side, looking at the restaurant we are going into.

      “Adolpho’s,” I read out loud. It looks fancy, with gold-plated doors and a Sicilian flag displayed out front.

      “Hurry up, Kaia,” Dad says. “We don’t want to be late.”

      I scrunch up my face as I scurry after them. My father pushes through the gold-plated door. As I follow him into the lush, dim interior, I’m greeted with the rather heavenly smells of pasta and red sauce.

      My stomach audibly rumbles.

      My father and Hazel walk right by the host, so I just follow them into the swanky dining room. There are a few tables of people sitting at black leather booths. My dad makes a beeline for what is obviously the nicest seat in the place, a big corner booth with someone already sitting in it.

      I scrutinize the older man who is sitting there. Salt and pepper hair, on the short side, thin as a rail.

      He looks up as my father slides into the booth across from him, his lips twisting. “Don, I thought you were going to be a no-show.”

      My father smiles broadly, scooting over to make room for Hazel and me. “Sorry about that. Traffic here in the city is just the pits.”

      My brows rise. It might be the first time I’ve ever heard my dad apologize; whoever this guy is, he definitely has more money or power than my dad does.

      My dad waves at my sister and me as we sit down. “These are my daughters, Hazel and Kaia. Kaia is the one I was telling you about, Tony. The little ballerina.”

      Tony’s shrewd gaze falls on me. He tilts his head, his gaze calculating.

      “Nice to meet you. Tony Cardezzio. I’m a business associate of your father’s.”

      He doesn’t move to offer his hand, so I just bob my head. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      Hazel just smirks quietly, saying nothing. Tony clears his throat, looking at my father. I start getting a weird vibe; everybody at this table is acting really strangely.

      I frown at the rest of the table but I don’t say anything. A waiter rushes up, his notepad at the ready.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” he asks.

      Tony purses his lip. “I’ll tell you what. Get me and my friend here each a glass of red wine. We’ll both have a steak, medium well done, with a baked potato. These two ladies will have salads, dressing on the side.”

      I blink. Unease slides through my stomach as the waiter nods and vanishes toward the kitchen. I am not sure why this stranger just ordered my food.

      I would gladly rather order for myself and pay for my own food. I’m sure that mostly people would feel the same. But looking at my father, I can’t figure out why he doesn’t say a single word.

      “So, Kaia,” Tony says, steeling his fingers. “You do ballet?”

      I pull the crystal goblet of water towards me that the waiter drops off, bobbing my head. “Yes. I’ve done ballet for my entire life. Ever since I was old enough to lie,” I joke.

      Tony nods slowly. “How tall are you?”

      “Umm…” My gaze slides to my dad, who is sipping his glass of wine. “Five foot five.”

      “And you’re what… a hundred pounds?”

      My neck heats. I look down at the table in front of me, not understanding what is going on. “I don’t really know.”

      “She’s full of shit,” Hazel says, not even bothering to look up from her phone screen. “She weighs herself every morning. Isn’t that right, Kaia?”

      I kick her hard under the table. She just smirks at me.

      I take a sip of water as I consider whether I should just bolt from the table. The only thing keeping my here at this point is knowing that my dad would probably chase me down and physically force me to come back.

      “Would you say you have a lot of boyfriends, sweetness?” the old man says.

      For a second, my brow furrows. Who is Tony talking to?

      I lift my head and see that he and my dad are staring straight at me. I blink rapidly.

      “Excuse me?”

      My dad clears his throat. “Kaia hasn’t had time for anything other than ballet. Trust me, Tony.”

      Tony shoots my father such a withering look that I can almost feel it over here. “I’m not interested in hearing your spin on things, Don. I want to hear it from the lady’s mouth.”

      I glance back and forth between my dad and Tony. “I don’t think that’s an appropriate question. I think maybe I should leave?”

      I flush. The last word comes out as a question when I meant it to be a declaration. I start scooting out of the booth as Tony shakes his head.

      “Don, control your fucking daughter. This is not going to work if she’s gonna be mouthy. The guys at the cat house want a girl that is easy to work with. Nobody likes a smart mouthed hooker.”

      Cat house? Easy to work with?

      Is he… is he suggesting that I… should be a prostitute? Is he considering somehow buying me from my dad?

      I’m not sure what they’re talking about, but I don’t want to stick around to find out. Hazel snickers as I gain my footing and start off toward the entrance.

      I put my head down and burst out the front door of the restaurant. My heart beats so loudly in my ears that all other noises are distorted, sounding far away.

      I sprint down the block, not making it very far before I hear my dad’s voice behind me.

      “Kaia Madeline Walker! Stop right now!”

      That causes my feet to slow, even though I know I should keep going. As if I’m pulled by some force I can’t understand, I turn around.

      My father is bearing down on me, his face red and his expression dismal. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

      My tongue darts out to wet my lips. “Dad, that man seemed to be under the impression that I would be… a hooker.”

      My dad grabs me by the arm, giving me a violent shake. “He’s just trying to make money off of you while you’re worth a fucking cent.”

      I resist when he starts to pull me back toward the restaurant. “Let me go!”

      “You are probably spreading your fucking legs for any man that walks by. I might as well be earning a little while you fuck every guy you see.”

      A frisson of shock and anger shiver down my spine. “Dad, no! Don’t touch me.”

      My dad sneers. “I wish you would say that a little more instead of whoring around town.”

      I swallow. If he had any actual idea of what I got up to, I would be scared. But I think that my father is just spinning stories to suit his own narrative.

      He’s done it my whole damn life.

      I switch tactics. “OWW!” I scream. “You’re hurting me! Help!”

      Down the block, I see a couple of police officers turn their heads. My dad sees them at the same time as I do.

      His expression goes black but he lets go of my arm. My flesh is mottled around where he gripped me; I already know that it will darken with bruises soon.

      “Get back in there, Kaia,” my dad says.

      I shake my head. “No. No way.”

      “You’ll regret this. If you ever want to see your mom or your childhood home again, do what I say,” he grits out.

      My eyes fill with tears, but I just shake my head. “No.”

      With that, I turn and run away, sucking in haphazard breaths.
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      When I see Kaia’s face at the top of the escalator, I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. She comes into view, stunning me with her simple clingy black dress and black heels.

      I wasn’t sure she would come, to be honest. She seemed pretty upset when I dropped her off at her house a couple of nights ago. But here she is, looking up with wide eyes at the enormous light sculpture above our heads. It looks like a great, white jellyfish, its inner light pulsing gently. Against the dark windows surrounding Kaia, it seems like it could be alive.

      She takes a step off of the escalator, her eyes pinning me in place. “Where are we?”

      I smirk at her a little, holding out my arm for her to take. “Bergdorf Goodman’s started a private shopping experience. I thought you would enjoy taking advantage of it.”

      I start ushering her into the showroom, which is an airy space the size of a normal person’s house. It is made up of a runway in the middle, a lounge to the left, and a changing area to the right.

      Her eyebrows arch as I guide her to the lounge area. A chicly dressed young woman walks over from the other side of the space. “Hello. I’m Anna. Welcome to the Gallery,” she says, bowing her head.

      My lips twitch. I glance down at Kaia, noticing for the first time that she seems unusually quiet. “Hi, Anna. I’m Calum. This is Kaia.”

      “Please, arrange yourselves comfortably,” Anna says. Her tone is the perfect combination of a businesslike brusqueness and an easy comfort.

      I put a hand on Kaia’s back and push her toward a couch, sitting down beside her.

      “Can I get you anything? Veuve Cliquot? Fine whisky?”

      Kaia’s mouth hardens into a straight line. I suck in a breath. “Champagne for both of us.”

      “Right away,” Anna says, hurting off.

      I look at Kaia. “You’re being oddly quiet.”

      She turns those killer hazel eyes on me like a spotlight. “I’m sorry,” she says, shrugging delicately. “I have a lot on my mind.”

      I tilt my head, looking her up and down. “Is it something that spending a lot of my money can fix? I brought you here to…” I search for an alternate word for apologize, because I don’t want to get in that habit. “Make up for any negative feelings you might have had when we ran into Honor the other night.”

      For a second, her brow wrinkles as if she’s struggling to recall something. “Oh. Wait, we’re here for me?”

      Her genuine puzzlement is charming.

      “Yes, beauty. We are here for you. I thought that you could use a fresh new wardrobe.” Tightening my arm around her waist, I wiggle my eyebrows. “I’ve asked them to pick a selection of their best pieces and some truly scintillating lingerie.”

      Kaia’s eyes widen. “Lingerie?” she gulps.

      I have to laugh at that. “Yes, Kaia.”

      “Oh,” she says faintly, looking embarrassed.

      Anna comes back with two champagne flutes, handing them to us. Kaia immediately takes a huge sip of hers, trying to hide her red cheeks.

      “If you’re ready, I’ll have the models come out. We will start with outerwear, then move into evening wear, and then intimate apparel.”

      Kaia ducks her head. I’m not sure why she’s so demure all the sudden; last time I saw her, she gave me fuck me eyes all evening.

      Well, until Honor showed up.

      I clear my throat and look at Anna. “Whenever you are ready.”

      As soon as Anna is out of earshot, Kaia looks at me imploringly. “You hired models to walk the runway?”

      I repress an eye roll. “That’s part of the whole reason we are here. You don’t have to try anything on unless you want to. We can just order it and then it arrives, perfectly fitted.”

      Her eyes scan my face. “How much money does an evening like this cost, Calum?”

      I shake my head and sip my drink. “You’re not allowed to ask that. Just sit back and let me pamper you, beauty.”

      Her brows pull down but she doesn’t argue. All she does is put one of her small hands onto my chest, lean in close, and give me a soft kiss on the mouth. Chaste, yes.

      But it arouses me nonetheless, giving me a soft erection. A model struts out onto the catwalk and Kaia turns her attention toward her.

      But she also finds my hand with her own, locking her fingers into mine. When she squeezes my hand, I get this weird tightening sensation in my chest.

      I stare down at our hands, clasped together on my lap, and something deep inside my chest thaws.

      I’m not an idiot who thinks that a stripper is actually into him. I know that Kaia is here for the money.

      But I will admit that it doesn’t feel terrible to have her cling to me just now. To feel like I’m giving her something she couldn’t get anywhere else.

      Kaia leans her head close.

      “Hey, how do I indicate that I like one of the looks?” she whispers.

      I glance up, roused from my thoughts. “Anna!” I bark.

      A second later, Anna appears. “How can I help?”

      Kaia casts a look back at her. “How do I tell you when I see something I’m interested in?”

      Anna smiles lightly. “You can tell me. Or I have placed a card here,” she says, stepping forward and handing Kaia a pen and a piece of card stock. “Whichever makes you happy.”

      Kaia flashes Anna a shy smile. “Thanks. This is my first time here, if that’s not obvious.”

      Anna bows her head. “I think this is a unique experience. Most people haven’t been in this private gallery.”

      Kaia wrinkles her nose. “That actually makes me feel better.”

      Anna bows her head, receding back. Kaia turns around, taking her hand from mine, and marks something down on the card. She looks at me, smiling a little mischievously.

      My lips curl upward at her expression. “What?”

      She scrunches up her nose. “I just can’t believe I’m here.”

      I smirk. “This is nothing, Kaia. Just stick with me and I promise, your mind will be blown over and over again.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Be gentle with me, Calum. I’m easy to impress. Now pay attention to the models onstage, because the outfits I end up wearing are only meant to impress you.”

      I lean my head over and brush away her blonde hair from the pulse point at her neck. Ever so slowly, I kiss her warm skin, flicking my tongue over it. Then I suck hard enough to leave a mark.

      “Calum!” she protests.

      “What?” I murmur. “I’m marking my territory. I plan to take my time with you, kissing and sucking every inch of your body until you come on my fucking face.”

      Her eyes widen; her breath leaves her in an audible huff. She blushes deeply.

      “Really, Calum,” she whispers, her hazel eyes flashing. “You have the filthiest mouth.”

      I drop a kiss against her pulse point and then suck on her earlobe. “You have no idea, beauty. Just no idea.”

      We get a little drunk and watch models strut by. I don’t stop touching her, my hands roving up and down her thighs over her dress. I ruck the material of her dress up and run my hands against the hot smooth skin I find there. I drop drugging kisses along her neck and collarbone.

      “Calum!” she says, gasping. “There are other people here, you know.”

      I arch a brow. “And I should care because…”

      Her reactions are even better than touching her. She blushes, she laughs, and once I even elicit a breathy moan when I pick a spot close to her nipple and suck.

      She shivers. “Calum…”

      I’m not sure if it’s meant to be a protest or a plea, but it sounds impossibly sweet coming from her lips.

      By the time that the lingerie models are walking down the runway, we’ve opened a second bottle of champagne. I am entirely focused on the woman beside me.

      Every little touch, every dirty word I whisper to Kaia is ratcheting up the tension a hair higher. She’s pretending to pay attention to the glamorous women wearing frilly lace and black satin that parade themselves down the runway. But the card the she was given has been lost, the pen tossed aside somewhere.

      A particularly hot bodysuit made of black straps is the next look coming down the aisle. Calum looks at the model, his mouth lifting at the corners.

      He grips my thigh. “I want to see you in that.”

      I blush, wrinkling my nose. “Well, it’ll probably take them a minute to get my size together and ship it from here to Queens…”

      “I don’t think so. Anna!” he calls.

      She appears as though summoned. “How can I help?”

      My lips twitch. I jerk my thumb at the model. “Kaia wants to try on looks inspired by that one.”

      Kaia goes red as a beet, unable to make eye contact with Anna. Luckily, Anna seems prepared for that demand.

      “Right away. If she will just step over to the changing area that we have set up, I can bring some options in a moment.”

      She waves her hand at the silk screens set up on the other side of the room. I arch an eyebrow at Kaia. “Ready?”

      She blinks and then starts to move.
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      Anna is already off like a shot. I stand up, smoothing my hands down my dress. Inside, I have a million butterflies fluttering in my stomach.

      But I try to take a lesson from Mia, my strip club mentor: hold your head up high and walk like you own the damn place. That’s the mentality that I need to come to grips with.

      Without saying anything, I start walking over to the area hidden behind the screens. It’s actually pretty cute back here, with a pink velour chaise lounge and a freestanding lighted mirror.

      Anna knocks and enters with a full rolling rack of black strappy lingerie. “I had a guess at your size. Everything here should fit you but please shout if it doesn’t.”

      My cheeks are red. I sort of expect her to ask some questions about how I know Calum. After all, it’s clear that he’s the one with the deep pockets here.

      But Anna just smiles coolly. “Do you need any assistance with dressing? Or perhaps another pair of heels?”

      Feeling silly, I shake my head. “No thanks.”

      She vanishes, leaving me alone with the rack of clothes. I mean, if you could even call them that. Looking through the first few items, I would hardly classify the soft silks and chiffons underneath my fingertips clothing.

      There are no price tags anywhere, but I’m sure if I knew what any one garment cost I would probably gag. Straps, garter belts, bra cups with a little secret padding… it is for rich people with an elaborate fantasy life. Not for people like me with a job to support their dream of being in the arts.

      Pursing my lips, I search through the rack until I come to a very intricate piece I like. Fashioned from white chiffon and dark pink lace, it is a bodysuit that reminds me of one of my ballet costumes. Slipping it free from its hanger, I carry it over to the couch.

      I pull up the hem of my dress.

      “Stop.” Calum’s voice stills my fingers. “I want to watch you get undressed.”

      I turn and find him standing at the edge of the screen, just out of view. Like he’s not going to come in if I say no.

      I bite my lip and feel a flush rising to my cheeks. This is exactly what he pays me for, nothing more, nothing less. I suck in a deep breath and steel myself.

      “Come in,” I say softly.

      He enters, a hungry look already on his handsome face. He sits down on the pink chaise as casually as you please. His trademark smirk is already splashed across his lips.

      “Continue,” he directs.

      I give my head a tiny shake and start to pull my dress over my head. My hands have the slightest tremor. It feels as though I am baring much more than my body to him.

      When I’m left in nothing but the lacy white thong and a matching bra, I toss the dress aside. Calum leans forward, his eyes darkening as he takes in the miles of delicate bare skin I’m offering.

      He bites his lower lip for a moment. “Now the bra.”

      He gestures with a flick of his fingertips. My heart starts pounding. I can’t look at him at this exact moment so I brush my hair over my shoulders and turn away.

      Unhooking my bra and pulling it down my arms is a matter of seconds. He moves to stand, dragging the couch close to the mirror.

      “I want you to watch us,” he says quietly. He touches my waist and guides me over to the reflective surface.

      There we are, splayed out in the mirror.

      I look at the two of us. Calum with his dark hair, in his dark suit, his skin more tanned than mine. He stands behind me and touches my hips, pulling my back half a step into his embrace. His rigid cock digs into my back, a promise and a threat.

      I tilt my head as I stare at myself. The blonde who looks back at me is topless, her hazel eyes sparkling softly, her pretty hair covering her tits. His big hands splay out across my torso, coming up to cup my breasts.

      I shiver as he pinches my nipples. It is the most bizarre thing, watching myself just now. But I suddenly totally understand why mirrors above beds are a thing.

      I watch as Calum hooks his fingers in the waistband on my panties and skims them down my legs. I blush as the last vestiges of my clothing are removed.

      There is nothing between us now, for better or for worse.

      He grabs my hips and moves backward to the couch, sitting down. He pulls me down to sit between his legs on a tiny corner of the couch. I can feel the outline of his cock pressing against my ass cheeks.

      I just keep watching the slutty blonde in the mirror. He grips my knees and parts my thighs, exposing my pussy. I shudder at that and the blonde shudders too. At the very same time, he kisses my earlobe.

      “You are exquisite, beauty.” His hand slides down my torso to my mons; his free hand begins to cup one of my tits.

      His clever fingers separate my pussy lips and zero in on my sensitive clit. He brushes his fingertips over it, making it throb. I moan softly and arch my back.

      But I never take my eyes off of the mirror.

      “Calum,” I whisper. “That feels so good.”

      He seals his lips over a spot on my neck, which ratchets up my desire. He doesn’t say anything, just makes a mmm sound as his fingertips swirl around my clit.

      I reach up to my breasts and put my hand over his, clenching it to my flesh. Showing him what I like in the smallest way.

      He responds by gripping my flesh harder, although his fingers on my clit stay relaxed. He nips my neck a few times and uses his teeth on my earlobe.

      I let out a shaky moan. Calum chuckles; I can feel the vibrations against the too-hot skin of my neck.

      “Do you like that, beauty?” he whispers.

      I nod, trying to keep my eyes open. I need him to move his fingers faster over my clit, to increase the pressure. Angling my pelvis, I try to press my pussy into his touch.

      “Use your words, Kaia. Tell me how to please you,” he rumbles.

      “I… I need you to… touch me harder and faster,” I gasp. My hips start gyrating as he leans us both back a few inches.

      From this angle, the pressure of his fingers against my hot pussy is just right. He starts moving his fingers faster.

      “Look at yourself,” he says. “Look at how creamy your pussy is, beauty. Look at how bad you want to come.”

      As he says it, I can feel how ready my body is, feel my pussy growing wetter and wetter. I lean my head back, closing my eyes. Never in my life has anyone else made me feel this way, hot and slutty, ready for him to make me come.

      I try to focus on what I’m feeling. My hips are full and heavy, my tits are on fire, my clit aches with need.

      “Beg me to make you come,” he whispers against my ear. “I want to hear it.”

      Fuck. I’m close now, I can feel it.

      “Please…” I whisper. “Calum, please.”

      “Please what?”

      I push back against him, trying to angle my pelvis more. But he won’t budge. He just keeps the same tempo, his fingers damp from my juices.

      “Please! Calum… make me come,” I demand.

      He shifts our bodies subtly, moving his fingers fast. I come suddenly and without warning, my hips jerking, my mouth opening, a growl leaving my chest. My orgasm makes my whole body shudder. Calum just keeps moving his fingers until I reach down and place my hand over his, stopping his movement with a shaking hand.

      I open my eyes and immediately kiss him. Open mouth, a little tongue, breathing hard. When I pull back, looking into his deep blue eyes, I make a small confession.

      “I’ve never done that before.”

      He looks a little surprised. “You’ve never done what, exactly?”

      I flush. “Had someone else make me… come.”

      He slides his hand along my jawline, burying it in my hair and kissing me deeply. He doesn’t say anything in response but I can feel his erection pressing against my back.

      This is it, I think. This is when I finally lose my virginity.

      But when I reach for him, he pulls away. He exhales and shakes his head.

      “Not tonight,” he says. His expression is all but unreadable as he extricates himself from me. “I’m just going to have Anna send over all this lingerie.”

      I stand up, glancing at the mirror. “…okay?”

      The way I say it, it sounds like a question. But whatever attention he was paying me before, now his body language is forbidding and closed off. He straightens his cuffs and clears his throat.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” he says.

      Calum stalks out of the screened area, leaving me to wonder what the hell just happened.
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      “No!” I shout. The class full of dancers freezes in place. The piano player falters. “Absolutely not. You are all deeply disappointing. Run that entire piece again.”

      My words ring out in the studio. The only sounds are the shuffling of feet as the dancers move back to begin again. The piano player starts the movement again, the music swelling and speeding up.

      Bas turns his gaze on me, narrowing it slightly. “After this combination, you are dismissed!” he calls out.

      I glare at him. He points to his wrist. I’m not wearing a watch, but I would guess that he’s trying to chide me. I clasp my hands behind my back and prowl the studio.

      When I come to Kaia, I force myself not to stare at her. I just move on though I want nothing more than to pretend that there is no one else in this studio but her.

      The knowledge that she gave me one of her firsts — her first orgasm from another person — rests heavily on my heart. I feel conflicted about it…

      But also, it’s the hottest thing I can imagine. When Kaia closes her eyes and thinks about coming, she can only draw from one experience. Something that I gave her.

      I made sure as shit that she had a first time worth remembering. No one should have a terrible memory like I do, in a closet on a pile of coats, with a woman old enough to be my grandmother.

      The thought of Anita makes my lips thin.

      The combination ends and everybody sags. I purse my lips and glance outside.

      “Thank you, everyone,” Basil says, clapping his hands.

      The sun is already starting to set. I admit that I may have run roughshod over Bas’s little schedule. My frown deepens.

      I turn around and make eye contact with Kaia. Jerking my chin toward the studio door, I grab my water bottle and head out. I walk to the next studio over, which is empty. Making sure that Kaia sees me, I step through into the emptiness.

      It’s a couple of minutes before she slips in the door, closing it behind her. Tucking back a loose strand of blonde hair, she raises an eyebrow. “Are you talking to me again, then?”

      My eyebrows lower. “If there was a time when I was ignoring you, I’m not aware of it.”

      Two spots of pale pink appear in the apples of her cheeks. “You have been acting strangely for the last couple of days, Calum.”

      I repress the urge to roll my eyes at her.

      “I wasn’t trying to act any particular way.” I wave a hand in front of my face. “That’s not the reason I want to talk to you. I wanted to know if you would accompany me to a charity gala later.”

      Her look of surprise is complete. “What? I thought… I mean… you wouldn’t want to be seen with me, would you?”

      I flash her a smirk. “Relax, Kaia. It’s an event that I usually don’t attend, with people I normally don’t socialize with. No one will know you.”

      She ducks her head. “I was going to spend the night catching up on laundry.”

      I reach out and snag her hand, pulling her a step closer. Kaia looks up at me, those hazel depths containing innumerable mysteries. Her gaze sinks to my lips and then to the door behind me.

      She sucks in a breath. “If I say yes, can we leave? I don’t want to get caught.”

      I flash her a smirk. “Yes, beauty. I feel the same way.”

      Her eyes narrow on my face. Her lips quirk. But she doesn’t disagree. She just moves back, tugging her hand out of my grip.

      “If I want to get home and shower and still meet you out at a reasonable hour, I guess I should take a cab.”

      She starts to walk away. I reach out and snag her around the waist, pulling her body close to mine. “I’ll take you.”

      “What?” she asks, startled. “No, I don’t need you to take me to my house.”

      I shoot her a hard look. “I said I would take you. Now I’m going to go hit the showers. I’ll meet you out front in twenty minutes.”

      Her delicate throat works as she pulls away from me. She tosses her hair, raising her chin. “Fine,” she says, not a little huffy.

      Normally after charging up my batteries like that, I would’ve spent a little time letting the water run while I stroked my cock. But since I’m pressed for time, I race through my shower and dress in an immaculate bespoke tuxedo. Speeding out the door, I’m still fussing with my bowtie when I find Kaia waiting on the curb.

      She’s fresh out of the shower too, her hair thrown up in a wet ponytail, her skin glowing. I flag my limousine down as I look her up and down.

      There is a part of me that realizes that if I were a slightly different person, if life hadn’t fucked me up so badly so early on, I would want to be with a girl like Kaia. Fresh faced, no makeup, no fucking artifice. She’s stunning without a face full of make up or a wardrobe of designer clothes.

      If I had met her here as a ballet dancer first, without knowing her secret life as Cerise, would I still feel the same?

      “Calum,” she prompts.

      I realize that the chauffeur has opened the back door and is waiting patiently for me to get in. I climb in after Kaia, smelling her honeyed fragrance. I lean closer to her as the door closes, getting another whiff.

      It’s coming from her damp ponytail.

      “That scent… what shampoo do you use?” I ask.

      She looks embarrassed. “It’s something French. I might have splurged on shampoo and conditioner last week. You don’t hate it, do you?”

      I let out a bark of laughter. “I love it. You smell just like a ripe honeycomb. I’m having a hard time not rubbing your scent all over my fucking body.”

      She grins at that and rolls her eyes. “I’m glad that it meets with your approval.”

      When we pull up outside of her apartment in Queens, I rake my gaze over her house. It’s nothing much to write home about, just a brown brick house that has three stories. Even though it’s taller than most of the surrounding buildings, it can’t have much square footage.

      Kaia opens her car door and gets out. She almost closes the door on me and then looks at me with surprise. “Oh! Did you want to… come in?”

      I get out of the back of the limo, buttoning my tux. “I planned on it.”

      She looks nervously over her shoulder. “Oh. Ummm… all right.”

      As she leads me up to a door around the side of the house, I look at the neighborhood. From the look of the little Hispanic grocery store on the corner and pedestrian traffic on the street, the neighborhood is mostly Latino. Kaia glances back at me as she unlocks her door, her expression uncertain.

      She heads inside, trotting up the stairs. I close the door and lock it, then follow her up. Her space is at once very light and airy, and very small. Nestled up here in the eaves of the house, her bedroom is on the left and her tiny kitchen on the right. Her bedroom is basically a big white bed and a bedside table; I can see that she has a hanging rack of clothes near the wall and a laundry basket beside it. Between the rooms is a gap with shiny wooden floors, probably perfect for stretching.

      There is a bathroom in the far corner, it’s heavy wooden door pulled shut. And the last thing I notice is a black cat poking it’s head out from behind the bed, staring at me with intense green-yellow eyes.

      I take the whole room in with a jaundiced eye. I can see that she has a wall of photos pinned up over the bed and a bed for her cat in the corner. Obviously she cares for this space…

      “So you live alone,” I guess.

      She ducks her head, moving to the bed and dropping her duffel bag. “Yes.”

      Somehow I had imagined her living somewhere more glamorous. I squint around at the room, putting my hands behind my back.

      Kaia turns to me, her mouth tugging down. Her cheeks are already stained with color. “It’s small. But it gets really good light during the day,” she says.

      I tilt my head. “I didn’t realize that you were struggling financially.”

      She shoots me a hard look as she goes over to the hanging rack of clothes. “I didn’t work at Club X because I liked the camaraderie, Calum.”

      My lips twitch. “No, I suppose not.” I pause, thinking. “Where is your family?”

      Her shoulders visibly tense up. She quickly sorts through several dresses, pulling one off its hanger. It takes her a long time to answer my question. “My parents live in Hartford.”

      I cock a brow. “And why doesn’t your family pay for a nicer apartment?”

      Kaia turns, her expression baleful. “Not everybody has everything that you have.”

      I raise my brows at the heat in her tone. “I didn’t realize your family was disadvantaged.”

      She toes off her shoes, her expression pinched, and heads to the bathroom. “They aren’t. I grew up with money. It’s just… my story is more complicated than that.”

      She shuts the heavy bathroom door hard, effectively ending the conversation. But her evasiveness doesn’t settle anything in my book.

      No, it only makes me more curious about Kaia’s background.

      Walking around her apartment, I notice that she has a number of votive candles, most burned down to the bottom. She also has a box of old pointe shoes in the corner, most pulled apart and scavenged for bits and pieces.

      The next thing I see is a small side table with a tray of what appears to be costume jewelry. A cluster of oversized pearls, a diadem with several stones missing. A long chain of intricate silver bangles with several missing links.

      “What’s with all the broken jewelry?” I call.

      “It’s not broken! It can still be salvaged. It just needs a little love and attention…” She answers, her voice muffled by the bathroom door.

      I pull out my phone, texting my assistant to pull a background check on Kaia and her family. From the look of this apartment, I don’t actually know what to think.

      There is a mural made of photos that are carefully pinned up by the window. I walk toward it, trying to find some answers.

      In the next second though, she steps out of her bathroom again and my mind goes blank. She wears a clingy light blue cocktail dress that shows off her cleavage. She has pulled her wet hair down and it curls gently about her shoulders.

      I bite my lip appreciably. Kaia tosses her hair and steps into a pair of dark heels. Then she adds a grey winter coat.

      At that moment, I wish I had a diamond necklace to put around her neck and frame her décolletage. Making a note to keep some more jewelry on hand, I exhale deeply.

      She turns to me. “Do I need to bring anything?”

      My lips curl up. “No. Just yourself. You look utterly intoxicating, Kaia.”

      She blushes, a little smile playing about her lips. “Thanks, Calum.”

      I offer her my arm. “Come on. Let’s go to the gala and act like we are sophisticated socialites rather than depraved sexual deviants.”

      She walks over and slides her hand into the crook of my arm. Her hazel eyes glint with a mischievous look. “You take the lead, Calum.”

      I lean down and kiss her on the lips, hard and passionate. She pushes up onto her tiptoes, kissing me back for just a moment.

      It’s indefinitely satisfying, the feeling of being wanted by someone as beautiful as Kaia.

      Then I urge her toward her apartment steps, thinking of how good that dress will look on my bedroom floor later.
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      I suck in a breath as I clutch Calum’s arm, my gaze swiveling around the ballroom. A jazz quartet plays in the corner. All the white linen-bedecked tables are pushed to the sides of the room. Inside that, women in extravagant gowns and men in tuxes mill about in the dimly lit ballroom.

      Calum leans his head over to me. “Don’t be so nervous,” he murmurs in my ear.

      I swallow and look up at him. “Am I that obvious?”

      His lips twitch. “Not to everyone. But I’m the lucky man whose arm you are clutching like it’s the only thing keeping you afloat.”

      I look down and flush. I’ve got Calum’s arm in a death grip and I didn’t even notice. Relaxing my hand, I take a breath and apologize.

      “Sorry,” I whisper back. “I’m just intimidated by all the diamonds and Rolexes I see on the crowd. I thought I was wealthy growing up, but not compared to this room full of people.”

      Calum flashes me a smirk. “It’s just money, Kaia.”

      I wrinkle my nose at him. “I feel like the only people who say that are already filthy rich.”

      He makes an mmm sound, apparently not feeling like engaging me on that subject at this moment. Instead he lifts his head, swiveling his gaze around.

      “What are you looking for?”

      His eyes tighten a little as he slips his arm from my grasp. I open my mouth, about to protest, but he eases his arm around my waist.

      “I’m looking for Jack Schwartz. He’s the owner of a cryptocurrency modulating software that is particularly ingenious. And I have been trying to buy his company for six months now.”

      I screw my face up. “A crypto what?”

      Calum shoots me a wry smile. “Cryptocurrency. That’s how I took a few million, invested it, and came out with enough money to start Indica Tech.”

      My brows descend. “And Indica Tech… did well?”

      He scoffs. “You’ve got to be kidding. Google, Apple, Indica… we’re one of the biggest tech firms out there right now.”

      I pull a face. “I can barely use my cell phone. I’m not exactly savvy with most of that stuff.”

      He stops look around the room, suddenly squinting at me. “You seriously just think that billionaires fall from the sky?”

      My eyes widen. “Billionaire? Like… you have a billion dollars?”

      His lips curve up just a little. “Yes, beauty. My company is worth several hundred billion dollars. I’ll leave you to figure out what that means for me.”

      I blink up at him. “That’s… an incredible amount of money.”

      He nods, looking around again. He sees the person he is looking for, apparently, because he starts ushering me over toward the other side of the ballroom.

      We walk right up to an older man with a thin gray mustache wearing a tuxedo. The man has his arm around a lovely older woman who is wearing a pale purple gown and so many diamonds it’s a surprise that she can stand up straight.

      They are talking to another couple, but Calum seems unconcerned about that. He elbows his way into their small circle, a broad smile on his face. I’ve never seen Calum smile like that before, with all his teeth.

      It’s unsettling and disingenuous, like seeing a shark smile a second before he eats you.

      “Mr. Schwartz!” he calls out. “What a surprise!”

      Mr. Schwartz blinks a few times and turns toward us. He takes Calum in, his green eyes narrowing. Then he looks at me for a second, dismisses me, and does a double take. His lips part. His eyebrows rise.

      “Well, aren’t you enchanting,” he purrs. He drops his arm from the woman he’s holding close and steps toward me. I stand up a little straighter and blink rapidly.

      I don’t know that Mr. Schwartz even recognizes Calum as a person. He swoops in and takes my hand in his clammy grasp, bowing over it and placing a very wet kiss on the back.

      “Enchanté, mademoiselle.” He straightens but doesn’t release my hand. “Call me Jack. What’s your name, doll?”

      I lick my lips, nervously glancing at Calum. Calum’s lips are pressed into a thin line but he doesn’t say anything. So I just incline my head.

      “Kaia Walker. It’s very nice to meet you.”

      I manage to wrest my hand from his grasp, stepping back into the shelter of Calum’s big body. It had never occurred to me until right this moment to think of Calum as a kind of protection. But now I raise a hand to rest on Calum’s back.

      Calum clears his throat. “Mr. Schwartz — can I call you Jack?”

      Jack is busy looking me over, his gaze seeming calculating. His lips twitch and drags his eyes away toward Calum. Calum extends his hand and Jack takes it, favoring Calum with a look.

      “Do I know you already?”

      Calum’s smile turns hard. “I’m Calum Fordham. I own IndicaTech.”

      Jack’s expression pinches. “Indica… oh, oh. You’re with Lucas.”

      Calum drops Jack’s hand, his expression going flat. “Lucas is with me.”

      He slides his hand around the back of my waist, pulling me closer. It’s my first glimpse of Calum being territorial. Actually I’m not sure whether he’s more put off by Jack’s lack of interest in him or the fact that the other man doesn’t know Calum’s position.

      “Right, right,” Jack says, looking back and forth between Calum and me. He rubs his hands together a few times and the purple-gowned woman steps forward and squirts a dab of liquid onto his hands.

      Jack smiles, a glint in his eyes. “Did you come here to bring me lovely Kaia as a gift?”

      The breath in my lungs freezes. Calum’s fingers on my waist tighten. “Very funny,” he says, expression growing stony. “I came to meet you face to face because it’s been so difficult to set a meeting with you.”

      Jack looks at me, arching a brow. “You want a meeting with me?”

      Calum tilts his head and narrows his eyes. “Yes.”

      Jack steps forward and runs his finger down my bare shoulder. I don’t even know what to do, so I take a half step back. Jack laughs.

      “You’re fun,” he challenges me. “I like them feisty.”

      “Don’t touch her.” Calum sounds more serious than I’ve ever heard him sound before. “I’m interested in purchasing your company, not in sharing my date.”

      Jack laughs, sticking both of his hand in his pockets and rocking back on his heels. “If she’s just your date, that’s even better. I thought I was going to have to do some serious haggling to get this little sweetheart in my bed.”

      “Don’t fucking talk to her like that,” Calum says, enunciating every syllable perfectly.

      I grip Calum’s hand, tugging him back. “I think we should go.”

      “Ah, don’t be so uptight,” Jack says, waving away Calum’s black glare. “I’m just playing around. Unless your little blonde minx wants to fuck in the coat closet?”

      Before I even realize what’s happening, Calum’s fist is flying towards Jack’s face. The rest of the ballroom goes still as questioning glances turn toward us.

      The distinct crunch of bone breaking makes my stomach flutter. Jack’s face seems to explode, blood streaming everywhere. Then he hits Jack over and over again, in the face and in the stomach, until Calum’s fists are red with blood. Jack seems too stunned to fight back, struggling weakly against Calum’s onslaught.

      “Please! Calum, please stop!” I beg. “Calum!”

      At some point, my begging seems to work, because Calum just stops cold. He leans down over Jack, spitting on him.

      “I told you not to talk to her like that,” Calum hisses through clenched teeth. I scurry forward and pull at his arm.

      When he looks down at me, his pupils are as big as dinner plates. He shudders for just a second. I wrap my hands around one of his bloodied fists and tug him back. He falters for a second, then relents.

      He turns away, half dragged by me.

      Jack is blotting at his nose, which is bleeding profusely. He manages to leverage himself to his feet and shout after us.

      “I’m never selling my company to you fucking bastards!”

      Calum pauses, his muscles tensing for a fight.

      “Please,” I whisper, looking at Calum. “Please don’t.”

      Calum looks at me, his sapphire eyes glinting. He looks back. For a second, I think I’ve lost him.

      Then he just sneers and jerks his head toward the ballroom door. “Let’s go,” he grits out.

      I hustle him out of the hotel and downstairs into the icy cold night. The thought occurs to me that our coats are still upstairs.

      But that’s not important right now.

      I look up at Calum, hesitatingly reaching up a hand to touch his cheek. He looks down at me, still breathing hard.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      His face contorts for a moment. “I’m supposed to ask you that.”

      I squint at him. “I’m not the one who just got into a fistfight, Calum,” I say softly.

      He brings his hand up to his face, covering mine briefly. For just a second, he closes his eyes and leans into my touch.

      My heart starts beating a tattoo in my ears. I can see that he’s going through something, but I have no idea where to even begin. I mean, Calum and I are basically strangers, when it comes down to it.

      He kisses my palm and steps away from my touch, reaching in his pocket. “Let me call my driver.”

      Calum starts scrolling through his screen, his expression blank. He puts his free arm around my waist as he dials, looking around.

      Consciously or not, he’s still in protective mode.

      Calum sweeps me along to the street. I watch his face, trying to gauge his mood.

      But I can’t tell what the hell is going on with him. Especially once the limo pulls up and Calum yanks the door wide.

      I get inside with a gulp, unsure what happens now.
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      The elevator door dings. Kaia glances nervously up at me as I pause, letting the concierge walk out before us. I stare at her, telling her with my gaze all the things I’m about to do to her.

      She shivers and places her hand in mine. I lumber out of the elevator, keeping her by my side.

      The concierge smiles at both of us as he walks ahead, sweeping the door open.

      “Our most grand suite,” he announces.

      I walk in, feeling Kaia’s small waist against my large hand. I glance around for about three seconds and see everything I need to see: great wall to ceiling views on on side, a lavish sunken living area right ahead of me, a hallway leading off to my right.

      The concierge beams. “Will you two require any other—“

      I toss my entire money clip at him. “No.”

      I hear Kaia’s tiny intake of breath, watch her hands close and open. Before the man is even out of the suite, I sweep her up and throw her over my shoulder.

      “Calum!” she protests. The sound of her voice is muffled by my broad shoulder.

      “Get used to calling my name,” I rumble. Shouldering my way through the doorway and into the darkened bedroom, I don’t stop until I tumble her to the mattress.

      She flexes her hips into mine, leaning up to twine her arms around my neck. I allow myself to be pulled down by her weight. Burying my face in her collarbone, I grab her neckline with both hands and rip her blue dress down to the waist. I expect her to protest again, but she just encourages me, flicking her hips against mine and letting out a needy gasp.

      I find her lips with my own, kissing her as hard and as passionately as I can without drawing blood. My cock is pressed between our bodies and one of her hands slides down my neck and over my ribs, making its way toward my zipper.

      I growl and grab her hands, pulling them up over her head. In this position, Kaia is under my control, at the mercy of my hungry mouth, my heavy weight on top of her body, my cock throbbing with need. I pin both her wrists with one of my large hands, my mouth ravishing hers, my kiss beyond punishing.

      I trail my free hand down her curves to her outer thigh. Gentleness isn’t a factor here; I ruck her dress up as hard as I can, loving how she gasps in response. I press her wrists into the mattress, pulling back so I can look down at her gorgeous face.

      Her blonde hair is in disarray, her cheeks are pink, her tempting little breasts in their see through lace bra are heaving. God, she looks so perfect right now, a wet dream come to life.

      “Don’t move your hands,” I grit out. “Tell me you heard me, beauty.”

      She licks her lips, a quick swipe of her tongue, and nods. “Yes, Calum.”

      I give her a satisfied smirk, standing up. I pull off my jacket and discard my bowtie, then step out of my shoes. As an afterthought, I pull her heels off and unbutton the top few buttons of my shirt.

      She squirms a little as I kneel between her legs, looking down at her tattered dress and the parts of her body I’ve exposed.

      Looking her in the eye, I shred the last bit of her dress and undo the front clasp of her bra. Her breasts are freed and I take a moment to admire them, reaching down and feeling the weight of them in my hands. Kaia arches up into my touch and I reward her by lowering my mouth to her nipple, teasingly kissing my way around it before scraping it with my teeth.

      She moans, her hands coming down to bury themselves in my hair. I release her nipple and nip the side of her breast hard. Her whole body shudders as she says, “ow!”

      “Put your hands back up over your head,” I tell her.

      Kaia blinks a couple times and then bites her lip, slowly lifting her hands above her head. I drop a kiss in between her breasts, groaning a little.

      “Good girl,” I whisper against her overheated skin.

      My cock throbs as I slide my body down, hooking my fingers in the waistband of her tiny thong. I skim her panties down her thighs, pressing my nose into the warm heat of her legs, just below her pussy. She’s already wet; I can tell from the stain on her panties and the way the earthy but sharp scent of her pussy rises to my nose.

      She whimpers when I pull away. When she pleads with me, her whisper is pure need. “Calum…”

      I smirk down at her, unbuttoning my shirt the rest of the way and slipping it off. Kaia squirms again, her hazel eyes darkened with lust.

      I grip her hips with my hands, leaning down to kiss her lips again. “What is it, beauty?” I whisper against her warm lips.

      Her hips dig into mine as she thrusts. “I need more.”

      Hearing her innocent plea makes me want to unzip my pants and bury my cock so deep inside her pussy that I may never find my way out again. But I’m trying to take it slow, so I just kiss her hard, working my tongue against hers.

      When she moans and writhes against me, I pull back, scanning her face. “I’m going to take my time with you, beauty. The longer you wait for me to fuck you for the first time, the more explosive it will be. And I have all the time in the world… so I’m not going to pop your cherry tonight. I’m going to make you wait a little longer before I pluck your petals, beauty.”

      The exhalation of her breath leaves her lungs in a quiet moan. I see her hands flex. “Calum…”

      I lift myself up and take off my slacks, leaving me bare underneath. Kaia rocks her hips up, her eyes glued to my cock. She sucks in a breath and releases the tiniest groan.

      Biting my lower lip hard, I run my hand down to my groin, drawing wide circles around my cock. I look down at Kaia’s perfect body splayed out before me.

      “Spread your legs for me, beauty,” I tell her. “Show me what I’m missing.”

      Her face heats, but she looks so fucking hungry as she slowly spreads her knees wide, exposing her creamy pussy. I run my free hand inside her thigh, up to her pussy lips. She hisses and rocks her hips against the brush of my fingertips. I circle her entrance a few times, gathering the sticky moisture I find there.

      “Does that feel good, princess?”

      “Yes,” she whimpers. “God, yes.”

      I fist my cock, staring at her pussy, wet from its own juices. My dick is so sensitive from all this buildup that I can tell I won’t last long. So I focus on Kaia, on driving her over the edge.

      I trail my fingertips up, spreading the moisture that I’ve found around her clit. She closes her eyes and hisses as I draw lazy figure eights around her clit and her entrance.

      “Bring one of your hands down here,” I order her. “I want to watch you touch yourself, dirty little girl.”

      Her eyes open, piercing me as she draws one shaking hand down the length of her body. She touches her pussy lips oh so gently, her fingers bumping mine as she caresses her clit. She starts to close her eyes again, a little mmm rising from the back of her throat.

      “Use your other hand to feel your tits,” I say.

      She grasps her nipple, tweaking it hard. A shudder of pleasure racks her small frame. I grip my cock, pumping it a few times. Then with the other hand I run my fingers down to her pussy entrance.

      I stare at her face. “Look at me, Kaia. I want to watch your expression when I fuck you with my fingers.”

      Her green-brown eyes open, pinning me in place. Her plump lips part as I tease her entrance. She’s slick with want, making it easy to slide one thick digit inside the warmth of her body.

      Her expression turns to one of ecstasy mixed with torment. For a moment, I’m afraid that I’ve hurt her. But she starts feverishly moving her fingers in small circles around her clit.

      My body tightens with need. I try to keep the grip I have on my cock light, but my hand is already working my dick over just the way I like it.

      I’m determined to get Kaia to the breaking point before I spill my seed all over her pretty body.

      “Do you like that, beauty?” I whisper.

      She bites her lower lip, her hips thrusting. “Give me more,” she says, her voice sultry. “Fuck, Calum…”

      I turn my hand so that my palm faces upward and introduce a second thick finger to her tight pussy. I can feel the walls of her channel start to tremble as I begin to work my fingers in and out slowly.

      “Oh god,” she gasps. “Oh god…”

      “Look at me!” I command. “I want to watch you unravel, Kaia.”

      The second her hazel gaze lands on my face, she starts pulsing, her innermost muscles spasming. Her lower body convulses and her eyes roll up in the back of her head. She lets out a strangled groan, the sound of it like music to my ears.

      “Fuck, Kaia,” I grit out.

      Only a few seconds later I feel my balls draw up and my cock start to twitch. I jet pulses of semen across her lower body, my eyes closing briefly as I come so hard that it almost hurts. I hear a strange sound, only realizing moments afterward that it is a low moan escaping my chest. I desperately thrust a few final times, wringing out every drop of pleasure left in my body.

      When I open my eyes and let myself sag onto the mattress beside Kaia, I’m unable to speak. She twines herself around me, seeking my mouth, and I kiss her with lazy flicks of my tongue.

      I close my eyes and let myself drift, my arm encircling Kaia’s waist, my nose buried in her honey-scented hair.
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      “All right, everyone! Well done.” Basil claps his hands, drawing the class’s attention. “Today was our last day of classes before we start dress rehearsals for the next two weeks! Final fittings for our costumes will be in a few days so please, no weight fluctuations after that. No pizza, no soda, no salt. I want to see only trim bodies in here.”

      I blow out a breath, picking up my water bottle from the floor. Looking around, my gaze collides with Calum’s sapphire eyes. He arches a brow.

      I swiftly look away from him, trying not to blush. It’s been a couple of days since he stripped me down and made me come for him. I haven’t been able to so much as look at him since then without looking like a besotted school girl.

      My eyes widen. The second that he says where the roster is posted, there is a cattle call. Everyone stampedes for the door. I bite my lip and try to avoid Calum’s gaze, trickling out among the last of the dancers.

      Ella stops me at the door. “I got Princess Florine!”

      I give her a startled hug. “Oh! Congrats!”

      She smirks. “Shut up. You got the Lilac fairy. You’re basically a main player.”

      My breath seizes up. “Wait, really?!”

      I squeal, hugging her. “I can’t believe we both got cast!”

      She cocks her head at me.

      “Of course we did. There are basically almost no more experienced ballerinas above us.” Her brow furrows. “Are you feeling okay?”

      I smile lightly. “Yeah, sorry. Just off in my own world. I think I need to eat something.”

      She scrounges around her duffel bag for a protein bar and offers one to me. “Here you go. We can’t have you passing out. That would be really bad for everybody.”

      I accept it, sucking in a deep breath. “Thanks, Ella.”

      Shouldering my bag, I glance over to see where Calum is. He’s already gone; he’s spent the last couple of days in meetings, trying to figure out how to keep his business alive now that he’s punched Jack Schwartz in the face.

      Ella walks out of the dance studio with me, stretching once we are in the echoing hallway. Eric comes up right behind us, grinning.

      “Guess what? My friend Crispin has been accepted here. I guess they had too many people that quit.”

      I tilt my head at Eric. “Oh?”

      He wiggles his eyebrows. “Yeah. Everybody that just did the final audition is now a NYB dancer. I mean, until they get yelled at by Calum Fordham, at least.”

      He rolls his eyes and pulls a face. My cheeks warm a bit.

      Ella cocks her head. “When will we get to meet the new dancers? Tomorrow?”

      Eric grins, holding up his cell phone. “As it so happens, I just texted Crispin and he said he would meet us outside.”

      He sounds so excited as we head down the hall. A petty little voice in the back of my head wonders if Eric would be so excited if it was me that had just got accepted.

      I can’t imagine that he would be. Then again, I think I might have only even gotten in because I’m fucking one of the judges.

      I duck my head and blush as we put our coats on and head outside. Now I’m wondering how much of my current career I owe to Calum and how much I owe to years upon years of practice. Did I screw some more talented ballerina out of a spot?

      “Crispin!” Eric calls.

      I look up and see a group of dancers turn and look over at us. My step falters as I see that Manon is among them, her gleaming brunette hair in a perfect bun, her lilac leotard and hot pink leg warmers looking chic. She notices me right away, her expression going from a smirk to a glare in three seconds flat.

      “Uh uh,” Ella says, reaching out her hand to pull me to a stop about ten feet away from Manon. She raises her voice. “Don’t infect the new guys with your sickness, Manon. No ballet bullies need apply.”

      Manon crosses her arms, her glare now encompassing us both. “Well, if it isn’t Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Can’t Dance.”

      Eric steps in front of us, ready to defend us. But Ella isn’t about to let anyone talk badly about her. She silences him with a gesture.

      “You and I have always had a problem with each other, Manon. You don’t like my skin color. I don’t like trifling little white girls with sticks up their asses. But now you’re here at my company, about to trick the new people into thinking you are worth something. I am just not ready for that today.”

      Manon folds her arms across her chest and tosses her head with a smirk. “And yet, here I am. I’m more talented than the three of you combined, so…”

      One of her group steps toward us, sliding Manon a look. He’s short and very pale, with pale blond features and a bright yellow track suit on. “I’ve seen you dance when you were still in the academy,” he says, shrugging. “It was only okay.”

      Eric glances back at me, jerking his head at the guy. “That’s Crispin.”

      Manon regards him flatly. “You only made the cut because you’re a teensy, tiny male dancer, okay? Run along now, let the big kids talk.”

      Crispin’s cheeks grow violently red. “You’re a fucking bitch!”

      “Okay!” I call, motioning to Crispin. “Come on. I have found that with Manon, it’s best not to feed the beast. Your hate just eggs her on. Let’s go grab a coffee or something.”

      I hold out a hand and stare at Crispin. He looks at me, taking me in, and swallows. For a second, I think he’s going to go right back to yelling at Manon.

      But he doesn’t. Crispin walks straight over to me, gives me a once over, and then grabs me. I’m taken by surprise when he spins me into his arms and dips me, ending with a passionate kiss.

      I freeze as he manhandles me, blinking. This close, Crispin’s hands are clammy and his track suit has the distinct odor of moth balls. I bring my hands up and give his chest a push.

      Only then does he pull me back up and release me. I stare at him, stunned.

      I literally don’t know what to make of what just happened, other than the fact that it basically had nothing to do with me.

      Manon gives us a sarcastically slow round of applause. “The dork and the dweeb find love at first sight. How nice. You guys should go set the Santa Fe Ballet world on fire.”

      I step out of Crispin’s hold, my head turning to Manon. “Fuck off. I bet you don’t last a month at NYB.”

      She smiles coolly. “I have a sponsor already, so that’s unlikely.”

      “Hey, did someone mention coffee?” Eric jumps in. “I say we go get some and leave this weird playground fight here.”

      Manon rolls her eyes. “You guys are so fucking lame.”

      She turns and skips down the front steps, as if she doesn’t have a care in the world. I frown at her.

      How does Manon have a sponsor before the ballet has even performed for the public?

      Crispin offers me the crook of his elbow. “Milady?”

      I hesitate for a moment. Ella does me the huge favor of swooping in and dragging me away. “Nope! She’s with me.” She winks at me. “Come on. Let’s go to Heart Coffee. They always have such good matcha.”

      I mouth thanks to her. She puts her arm around me, giving me a hug.

      “That was intense,” she says, looking back in the direction of where Manon went.

      “Yeah.” I wrinkle my nose. “I can’t believe I didn’t stand up for myself. Not with Manon, not with…”

      I slide a look back at Crispin, who is walking arm in arm with Eric.

      Ella scrunches up her face. “You do need to learn how to stick up for yourself. I mean, you know I’ll always jump in. But I’m not always around.”

      I bump her hip with my own. She giggles, doing it back to me.

      “Maybe you can help me come up with some zingers that I can squirrel away. Just to have some locked and loaded.”

      She shakes her head, snorting. “It’s not about having the words at your disposal. It’s more about being ready to verbally spar with anyone, anywhere.”

      I pout a little. “I wasn’t raised with those kinds of defenses.”

      She gives me a skeptical look. “That’s the whitest thing I’ve heard you say all day. Seriously, that’s just straight up a terrible excuse.”

      My cheeks go pink. “Yes, mother.”

      She grins, patting her hair. “You wish your genes were as good as mine. We have really graceful arches on our feet and we are all petite and delicate.”

      I can’t argue with that. We walk up to Heart Coffee, jostling and chatting. My phone buzzes when I’m in line; two missed texts from Calum.

      I sneak a glance at Ella, then decide not to take a chance. There is no real reason to gamble on getting caught when I can just step outside.

      “Hey. Will you get me a small matcha? I’ll be right back.” I wave a twenty dollar bill in front of Ella’s face. “I’ll pay for yours, too…”

      “Yup.” She takes the money. “Hurry back. Don’t leave me with these boys.”

      I shoulder my duffel bag and walk out of Heart, going only a few feet away to the next store. Parking myself against the wall, I look down at my screen.
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        * * *

      

      I was thinking about you for the entire class today, his text reads. Every time I looked at you, I got fucking hard.
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      I blush and sink my top teeth into my lower lip. Scrolling down, I see an address and a time.
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      2128 Fifth Avenue. 4 pm.
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      I can’t help but grin at that. Not only did I make class a little harder for him… but he wants more of me. A little shiver of anticipation slides down my spine as I think of what he could have planned for us in… I look at my watch.

      God, I have to be there in under an hour.

      “Hey,” a woman’s voice says.

      I look up. I’m surprised to find Honor standing there, looking like a tiny blonde super model in her chic black leather dress and black heels.

      I flush. “Hey?”

      She shoves a packet of papers at me. I take them, my brow furrowing. “What are these?”

      Honor tosses her head, smiling coolly. “I’ve taken the liberty of calling my contacts in five other cities and finding you a good spot.”

      I squint at her, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry. What now?”

      She crosses her arms, her expression growing impatient. “London. Paris. San Francisco. Seattle. Take your pick of the classical ballet companies. They will accept you into their ranks without you even trying out.”

      I blink rapidly. “Why would I go to another city?” I ask slowly, confused.

      She looks at her tiny gold wristwatch. “Because, dear. Right now you are in my fucking way. You stole my place at NYB.”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t take your place. There were tons of spots to fill once NYB let half the dancers go.”

      She tilts her head. “I think you bargained with Calum. You offered to fuck him in exchange for a spot in the company.” Her lips thin. “That’s my spot, as far as I am concerned. And my man. Or didn’t you know that Calum has been in love with me for half a decade?”

      My mouth opens, but no clever retort pops out. I probably look like an idiot right now. “He is not.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yes, he is. And it just so happens that I need him now. So I am offering you a way to escape.” She glances up at me, an icy smile playing about her lips. “Or else.”

      My heart starts beating very quickly. “Should I even ask what you’re going to threaten me with? I have to say, if you’re here to bully me, you are really late to the party.”

      H’s lips twitch. “I don’t threaten. I don’t bully.” She steps closer to me, her eyes growing dark. “I only destroy. Usually I don’t even bother with warning my competition… but you just seem so…” Her gaze rakes over my body. The mockery in her tone makes me feel ashamed, somehow. “I was going to say delicate, but that’s not the right word, is it? No, I think it’s more like easy to crush.”

      I swallow, shaking my head. “I think you need to take these papers back, Honor.”

      She reaches out and picks a speck of lint off my shoulder. “Keep them. Read them over. My offer only lasts for the rest of this week. After that, you’ll be lucky if I let you live out the month.”

      With that, she turns and struts away, soon vanishing amongst the crowd walking down the Manhattan street. I blink, looking down at the papers.

      Then I remember Calum’s texts.

      What am I supposed to say?

      Hey Calum, your would-be girlfriend just threatened to kill me if I don’t leave New York? Could we maybe make it another night?

      “Here,” Ella says, thrusting the to go cup in front of my face.

      I startle a little, looking at her with wide eyes. She nods at the cup. “I am not that sneaky. You’re just ten kinds of jumpy today. Here, take it!”

      I manage to juggle the papers in my hands and stick out my hand for the tea. She hands it over and takes a spot up against the wall, sipping her tea. Her eyes roam the sidewalk.

      “Yo, the new dude gives me weird vibes,” she comments.

      “Oh?” I ask.

      “Yeah, let me tell you why…”

      She launches into the topic. I should probably listen, because he gave me weird vibes too.

      But I am much, much more worried about the threats Honor just made… and how Calum is going to react.
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      I stand in the apartment I’ve bought just for seeing Kaia, staring out at the Manhattan skyline. The lights are starting to flicker on. It’s the deepest part of winter and the sun will be down soon.

      Behind me, the apartment is decorated lavishly. A huge white bed takes center stage, a stripper pole is set up one one side, and a whole wall of sex toys faces it from the opposite end of the expansive room.

      Everything is just where I want it.

      But looking around this incredibly expensive space makes me think of Kaia’s apartment. How opposite the two places are, how diametrically opposed.

      Maybe that’s the next step. I can offer to have Kaia move in here for a while. Turning to look around the space, I sigh.

      It would probably be better if I offered to let her redecorate the place too. It’s a perfect fuck palace right now but I doubt Kaia would actually want to live here…

      Right on cue, Kaia appears through the large front door. She’s wearing a short yellow dress and one of the coats that I bought her from Bergdorf Goodman. Her cheeks are bright pink from the cold. She ducks her head and comes over to me, leaving her purse on the bed.

      “You summoned me,” she says shyly, smiling just a little.

      My lips twitch. “I did.” Walking over to her, I reach out and take her by the waist, pulling her against my body. She drops her head back, looking at me expectantly.

      I cup her jaw, flick my gaze down to her lips, and ever so slowly kiss her. Her lips are warm. Her warm honey scent rises to my nose, enveloping me.

      I grip her tighter. This girl drives me insane without even really trying. If I weren’t so fucking broken, I would be thinking about making a longer term arrangement with her. A year, maybe.

      When she finally pulls back, her lips bee-stung and her hazel eyes glimmering, she offers me another shy smile. “I think there is something that I should tell you about.”

      I push out a long exhalation, taking her by the hand and leading her over to the bed. Kaia looks at the bed and glances at me, biting her lip. I can see her doing the math.

      “I’m not about to fuck you,” I tell her bluntly. “Even though your dress tells me I should think twice…”

      I sit down on the bed, pulling her down onto my lap. She straddles me, sucking in a breath. I kiss her, unbuttoning her coat and pushing it off her arms.

      “Calum…” she says. The way she says it, a warning mixed with a plea, says that she wants me.

      I can feel it in the way her hips press against mine. Smell arousal coming from her body. Taste it on her lips.

      Good. That’s just how I imagined it would be in the days before I finally fuck Kaia. I nip at her lower lip, digging my hands into her hair.

      God, she makes my cock so fucking hard.

      “What were you saying?” I whisper, my tone teasing.

      She surprises me by putting both hands on my chest and pushing me back. I gaze at her, arching a brow.

      She flushes. “I have to tell you about the run in I just had with Honor.”

      It takes my lust-filled brain a few seconds to make the correct connections and change tracks. I clear my throat. “What now?”

      Kaia eases herself off my lap and onto the bed beside me. “I was just walking down the street, minding my own business when she confronted me. She gave me the phone numbers of a bunch of ballet companies in other cities. She said to call the one I wanted and they would take me immediately.”

      I narrow my gaze on her face. “That doesn’t sound like Honor.”

      Kaia screws up her face. “She said that she wants her spot in the company back. And that she wanted… well, you. She said she wants to date you.”

      My mouth opens. I try to digest that information. “I… she… what?”

      Kaia wrinkles her nose. “She said I was in her way. And if I didn’t transfer this week, she would… kill me?”

      The end of her statement turns into a question. I squint, trying to make sense of what Kaia is telling me. “Honor threatened you?”

      She ducks her head and nods. “Yes.”

      “And she said… that she wanted her place back at the company?” I repeat.

      She nods. “Yes. She accused me of stealing it. She also said that you are the only reason I got the position.”

      My mouth pulls down into a frown. “That’s not true.”

      Kaia rolls her eyes. “I think you’re focusing on the wrong thing. She really wants her spot back. And she wants you on her arm as well. She’s willing to make threats over those things.”

      I reach out, sliding my hand along Kaia’s jaw. “I wouldn’t take her seriously. Even if she feels that way, the NYB would never take her back. And I’m… preoccupied.”

      The last part sounds stiff. Puzzlement flashes across Kaia’s face.

      “Preoccupied?” she echoes.

      Jesus. The last thing I wanted today was a referendum on whether I’m happy with the woman I’m basically paying for sex. I close one eye, screwing up my face.

      “I am content with how things are,” I say. “I call you, you come over, we both have a little fun.”

      She squints. There is no way of telling how my statement landed. She is quiet for a moment then she clears her throat.

      “So what should I do about Honor?”

      I shrug a single shoulder. “Nothing. I’ll deal with her directly.”

      Her eyebrows lower and a frown tugs at her lips. “That’s it?”

      I reach out and grab her by the waist, pulling her closer. “I promise. I’ll take care of it. You have nothing to worry about, okay?”

      Her mouth pulls into a thin line. “Okay…”

      My lips twitch. “It doesn’t sound like you trust me.”

      Her cheeks go bright pink. “I didn’t say that.”

      I look down at her, brushing a lock of her hair back. “You should have a little faith, beauty.”

      Her eyes scan my face as she bites her lip. I wait patiently while she makes up her mind.

      “Okay,” she says at last. “I will.”

      One corner of my mouth kicks up into something resembling a smirk. “Good. Now are you ready for your present?”

      Her eyebrows hunch. “My present?”

      I bite my lower lip. “Yes. You will have to perform for me first, though. It’s been a while since you stripped for me, beauty.”

      Her eyebrows raise slightly. “That’s it? I just told you I was threatened by Honor.”

      I quirk my lips. “And I’m telling you to forget about that and dance for me.”

      She narrows her eyes but gets off the bed, taking her heels off. I get the idea to jump up and grab a pair of vibrating panties off the wall.

      I wiggle my eyebrows at her as I make my way back to the bed and sit down. “I want you to wear these, Kaia.”

      I hand them over to her and watch as she draws the silky waistband apart. It takes her a second to figure out what they are.

      “Are these…” Her intense hazel gaze sweeps up to me. “Is there a vibrator in these underwear?”

      I grin and lay back, putting my arms behind my head. “I want you riding my lap and begging to come first. Then I’ll give you my present.”

      She licks her lips nervously.

      I tilt my head. “You’re supposed to trust me, remember?”

      Two spots of heat appear in her cheeks. She just nods, turning around. She shimmies out of her white lace thong and steps into the bright red one instead.

      She turns around, a little perplexed. “I don’t know how you turn it on…”

      I smirk and hold the tiny remote control up for her to see. “Don’t you worry about that, beauty. Just come here first and sit on my fucking lap like a good girl.”

      She pales at that, sucking in a breath. She comes up to me, hesitantly trailing her fingers along each of my knees. “Is there music?”

      A simple tap of my phone is all it takes and then notes burst into the air. I reach down and adjust my hard on, which is tenting my pants.

      “Come on, darling,” I whisper.

      Kaia straddles my lap, sinking down on top of my cock. As soon as she presses her hips against mine, squeezing my cock that is wedged between our bodies, I hit the on switch.

      Kaia actually squeals, her eyes widening as the vibrating panties start to do their work. I don’t miss a beat. Taking her hand, I slide it down between our bodies until it touches the vibrator.

      “Show me how good you are, Kaia. Guide it to your clit,” I command.

      Her hazel eyes land on me for a moment. She licks her lips again and then moves the vibrator lower. I know when it hits the right spot because her whole body shudders with sensation, her eyelids sinking halfway closed.

      Kaia gives the breathiest moan. I unzip my dark slacks, reaching in and pulling out my rigid cock. Her breathing hitches as she watches me stroke myself up and down a few times.

      Her eyes flit up to meet my gaze. “Can I… I mean, I’ve never touched one…”

      “You want to know how to stroke my cock, beauty?”

      She flushes a little. “Please?”

      I draw in a deep breath. Until now, I’ve always been the one in control, always been the one giving myself pleasure. It’s usually better that way.

      Easier for me, anyway. Less messy, less… emotionally entangled.

      But here, with Kaia looking at me so innocently, I nod slowly. “Leave your hand on the vibrator. I want you to make yourself come, Kaia. But if you want to feel my cock, I won’t say no.”

      Taking her free hand, I fold her fingers around my cock, mimicking my own grasp. At first, it feels odd. Having someone else touch me is…

      Unusual.

      But soon I force myself to relax, closing my eyes. I keep my hand over hers, guiding her tempo and grip. It feels fucking good.

      I open my eyes and look down at her working the vibrator against her clit. “You want it to go faster, beauty?” I grit out.

      She bites her lip. “Can it?”

      Her eyes widen as I turn the remote up two clicks.

      “Oh! Fuck, Calum!” she says. “Jesus, that feels so good…”

      I slow my hand, gently removing hers. Then I fist my cock and work my fist up and down my length with punishing speed. “Tell me how much you want me to fuck you, Kaia. Tell me what you think about when you’re in bed alone, touching your clit…”

      God damn. This is so much better already than jerking off alone by myself, thinking about Kaia sucking me off.

      Her eyes drift closed. Her legs spread a little wider. “You, Calum. I think about you. I wonder… I wonder what it will feel like the first time you stretch me out…”

      That image is too powerful for me. I come suddenly and without warning, shouting her nickname.

      “Fuck, beauty! Fuck!”

      I thrust upward, pulsing my release out onto her stomach, guiding our bodies together. For a second, I can’t even think or speak.

      I come back to myself after half a minute to find Kaia still splayed out on my lap, pressing the vibrator against her clit and rocking her hips against it.

      I withdraw the necklace box from my pocket, cracking it open. Inside lies a thin platinum chain, hung with the most exquisite diamond pendant I’ve ever seen.

      Kaia pauses when she lays eyes on it, her body freezing up. “Calum, I—“

      I shush her, moving her hair aside and clasping the necklace around the slim column of her throat. She touches the pendant, awestruck. “It’s beautiful.”

      I pull her down to kiss her lips, pressing her whole body against mine. “Just like you. Now just relax…”

      I flick the remote, turning it up two more notches. The panties are now vibrating so hard that I can feel it buzzing against my thigh.

      Kaia closes her eyes and kisses me desperately, needing to come. She thrusts and rocks her hips, her fingers pressing the vibrator into her clit.

      “Oh, I’m going to—“

      She spasms violently, her whole body convulsing, her mouth dropping open. She howls with pleasure, panting when she’s done riding the wave of ecstasy. Only then do I turn off the device.

      Only then does Kaia open her eyes, dropping a kiss on my lips. We lay together like that for a long time, drifting, unwilling to break the intimacy of the moment.
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      “No sucking in your stomach!” Gus, the elderly costumer, reminds me for the sixth time.

      I scrunch up my face. “Sorry, Gus.”

      He tuts and goes back to fidgeting with something very close to my butt. I pull myself upright, so I look grand standing on a three foot tall step stool, trying hard to keep my body shape the same. No sucking my stomach in, no letting my back and ab muscles relax either. It’s a special kind of torture, I’m pretty sure.

      Looking at myself in the mirror, I cock my head. The woman standing before me seems so slender beside the portly Gus. I’m dressed head to toe in shimmering fabric. My tutu is a dark purplish red, the bodice of it stark white. Trailing down and crossing my whole body are the most delicate, intricate lilac flowers I’ve ever seen.

      That part makes me smile. I am the Lilac fairy, after all. I’m dancing the part of the fairy that saves Sleeping Beauty — or gets as close as she can, anyway.

      I bite my lip, unable to suppress a little grin. I’m content.

      No, more than that.

      I’m happy.

      Rehearsals start soon. I’ve told Calum about H’s threats and he has promised to deal with them. And on top of all that, I think Calum will finally seal the deal soon.

      This could be my last week as a virgin. And I honestly cannot fucking wait.

      “Too much belly!” Gus snaps.

      “Oh, sorry, sorry!” I try to suck it in just enough. “Is that okay?”

      Gus doesn’t answer, he just hmmphs. As I stand perfectly still, staring at myself, I start to imagine people in the mirror. Specifically I see my father heading down the hall, his face set in a stoic pout. I wrinkle my nose at that.

      Of all the people to conjure, I chose him? I close my eyes and try to keep myself perfectly still.

      It’s not until my father actually growls at me that I realize that he’s really here, in the fitting room with me.

      “Kaia!” he barks.

      My eyelids snap open. I take a half step back, only to be reprimanded by Gus.

      “What are you doing!?” he hisses.

      I can’t take my eyes off of my father. He is glaring at me, his fists clenched, his jaw locked.

      “Do you want to have this conversation here?” my dad asks.

      I swallow and shake my head. We are on my turf, so I feel safe enough talking to him… and there is the fact that I don’t want anyone to know just how little my own father thinks of me.

      “We’re going to have to finish this fitting later, Gus,” I say.

      Gus shoots me a glare. “You cannot leave right now.”

      I step down, only vaguely even aware of Gus’s presence. “I’ll be back.”

      Behind me, Gus throws up his hands in a baffled gesture. “You have pins all along your back! Don’t even think of sitting down!” Gus yells at my back.

      Eyeing my dad, I head out of the costume room and take a right into a long backstage passage. Leaving behind the bright light and airy space of the costume room, I advance down the dimly lit, cramped hallway.

      My father is right on my heels, grabbing my arm and jerking my body around to face him. His fingers dig into the flesh of my upper arm. “I’ve been calling you,” he says.

      I swallow, my gaze raking his face. All my life, I’ve been conditioned to say yes, to give away what little I have to make my father happy.

      But no more. Lifting my chin, I try to keep my tone even. “I haven’t been picking up because the last time I saw you, you tried to sell me.”

      My father bares his teeth. “And if you had just been reasonable then, this whole situation would be resolved right now. But as it stands, things are so, so much worse.”

      I try to wrest my arm from his grip. “Let go of me. You are hurting me.”

      He squeezes my arm even tighter, his touch brutal. “Good. You need to listen this time instead of running away like a little girl.”

      I pull back, affronted. “I am your little girl!”

      His face contorts with rage. He gives me a hard shake. “Shut the fuck up and listen to me, you stupid, worthless whore. You and I are going to leave right now and go back to Tony. And we are going to beg for him to take you.”

      I shake my head, my face heating. “No! Why would I do that? Why would I do anything for you when you treat me like this?”

      My father grits his teeth and pulls me in close, talking low. “Because, Kaia. I owe a lot of money to some very bad people. And either I make good on their investment, or they start looking for ways they can take their money back. They have made that crystal clear. And I don’t think your mother would make it very long as a hooker.”

      My jaw drops. “What?!”

      My head spins. My dad is talking about my mom as if she’s just another of his possessions. I can’t wrap my head around the idea that my dad owes so much money that he’s lining up me and my mom to sell off like we’re cattle.

      Of course, there is no mention of my dad working off the debt or my sister being involved in any way.

      My dad takes a step forward, pushing me back against the wall. “If I don’t come up with three hundred thousand dollars in the next two days, I will have no choice but to sell your mother and your sister to the mafia. With you, I’ve worked out a sweet deal. But your mom and your sister are not worth nearly as much. Do you want to know what kind of life you’re consigning them to, Kaia?”

      “That is such bullshit!” I yell, pushing him back a step. “This is your mess! You should have to clean it up, not me and not your family!”

      My dad’s eyes go black. He flings me against the wall, pressing the pins in my garment into the skin of my back. Then he puts both his hands around my throat and starts choking me.

      I flail, my eyes going wide, my airway suddenly obstructed. I try to swat at my dad’s hands, my fingernails finding the flesh of his forearms.

      But that only makes him more angry. “If you won’t come with me, you will be punished. I paid for everything for you growing up. And I will be repaid for it all or I will kill you.”

      My vision starts to swim. I try to call out, try to kick at my dad’s legs. But I am powerless against him, struggling mindlessly.

      “Kaia!” comes a familiar shout. “What are you doing—“

      Calum steps into the passage, looking aggravated. It only takes him a second to register that I’m in danger.

      “What the fuck?” he shouts, rushing at my father and me headlong.

      My dad takes his hands from my throat, throwing them up in self-defense. “Mind your own business!”

      Calum doesn’t even hesitate or flinch. He just barrels straight into my dad, tackling him to the ground. “Go get some help, Kaia!”

      My dad starts to fight back. I put my fingers on my throbbing throat, still in shock.

      Calum grits his teeth. “Kaia! Now!”

      Tears begin to fill my eyes and I turn, stumbling down the passageway. I turn toward the costume room, my mind racing.

      Luckily Basil comes down the brightly lit hallway, looking up with alarm at my disheveled state.

      “Help!” I shout. It comes out sounding strangled but it’s enough to get Basil to rush over to me.

      “What’s going on?” he asks.

      “Calum has tackled… an intruder,” I gasp out.

      Basil looks confused for a moment, pushing past me. A couple of dancers appear from the costume room, trying to see what the fuss is about. Bas reaches the passage and sees the two men fighting.

      “Fuck! Call 911,” he calls, rushing to help Calum.

      One of the dancers whips out a cell phone, calling the police. I back up as she rushes past me, trying to tell why she’s calling the cops.

      I lightly touch my neck, feeling my father’s hands still choking me.

      “He’s getting away out the side exit!” someone yells. “Someone stop him!”

      I lean down, feeling dizzy.

      “Kaia? Are you okay?”

      I nod even as I burst into tears, my face going red.

      “Someone get the nurse!”

      I hear Calum’s voice again. “He ran outside. I’m not going to give chase.”

      I look up tearfully and my gaze connects with Calum’s deep blue eyes.

      “Shit,” he says. He heads over to me, kneeling next to me. “Kaia, are you okay?”

      I want nothing more than to collapse into his arms, a weak, broken thing. But I can’t do that.

      Even now, I’m aware of that.

      So I just nod, ashamed at how fragile I feel right now. Calum licks his lips, not touching me, and tries to calm me down.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he says, his voice soothing. “He won’t get away.”

      I look at him, my expression pleading, although I don’t know what exactly I’m asking him to do. “He’s… my father…”

      Calum’s eyes widen. He glances back over his shoulder, his mouth thinning. “Okay. It’s… it’s going to be okay.”

      He clenches his fists, looking over his shoulder again. “Can we get her a blanket or something?”

      As I stand there, shivering, I look at the man in front of me. And I realize how much more it would mean if only he could hold me when he assures me it’s going to be okay…

      “Kaia!” Ella shouts, jostling through the suddenly crowded hallway.

      I turn my head. She opens her arms to me and I am drawn to hug her like a magnet finding its mate. I bury my head in her shoulder, my tears falling.

      She rocks me back and forth, making soothing noises. “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay…”

      When I glance to find Calum again, he has vanished, leaving me aching in a way I cannot explain.
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      It takes the police two hours to arrive and take statements from everyone. I make sure to tell the officers that arrive on the scene what I know — that Kaia said the attacker was her father. Then I feel restless enough to have my assistant call the chief of police.

      There is no way that I’m going to let this drop. I’m still shaking with rage, even when the police officers offer Kaia a ride home. She looks at me, as if seeking permission.

      I shake my head subtly.

      Like hell I’m about to let strange men give her a ride anywhere.

      I make my exit fairly quickly and have my limousine waiting around the corner when Kaia finally manages to shake off all her well wishers. Her friend Ella stays with her until the last minute, only leaving when Kaia seems to insist.

      By the time she slides into the back seat with me, my nerves are completely blown. I turn to look at her. I’m not even sure what to say.

      I suck in a deep breath. “It’s going to be okay, Kaia.”

      She looks at me, seeming shellshocked. “Is it?” she asks faintly.

      I lift an arm, encouraging her to hug me. Her brown-green eyes fill with tears again and she scoots over, wrapping her arms around my torso and burying her head against my chest. She sobs silently for a minute as the limo pulls away from the curb.

      I look down at her small shoulders, shaking as her tears soak my shirt. I barely recognize this person, this broken spirit that’s clinging to me just now. If I had been able to see into the future at Club X, would I have chosen this girl?

      Hell no.

      But now I feel sort of protective of her in a way I can’t explain. After all, no one else is looking after her best interests.

      No one but me, as fucked up as that might be.

      “I’m going to take you to my penthouse, beauty,” I tell her gently.

      She doesn’t really acknowledge that I’ve even spoken, but her tears do lessen as we drive. By the time we get out of the limo and I bundle her into the private elevator, she’s not holding onto me anymore.

      Kaia does hold my hand though, looking blankly at the mirror reflecting a distorted version of herself back at her. I finding myself wondering what it is that she sees.

      I doubt it’s anything beautiful.

      The elevator dings and the doors open into the perfect white waiting room. I guide her through the door at the far end, into the darkly furnished living area. I drop her hand and grab her shoulders, steering her toward the hallway at the very back. It’s only another minute before we are in one of the guest bedrooms; my own bedroom, at the other end of the apartment, seemed a little too intimate for this moment in time.

      “Sit down,” I say, pointing to the bed.

      She blinks, casting her gaze around the well appointed yet rather dull looking room. Everything is gray, from the lamps to the bedspread, the bedside table to the armoire. Kaia moves to the bed and perches on one side, her movements lacking in her usual grace.

      She looks pale, as if she’s been bled dry.

      I stand above her for several long seconds, trying to decide what I’m supposed to do with her. I’m out of my depth here, traveling in a strange and emotion-laden place.

      “I’m going to run you a bath,” I announce after a second.

      She looks up at me, nodding. I can see the redden marks on her neck and on her arm.

      My fists close, spasming involuntarily. I feel… helpless.

      I don’t like it at all.

      Spinning, I walk purposely into the en-suite bathroom, yanking the taps of the clawfoot bathtub. As the bathtub fills with steamy water, I turn to look at myself in the mirror. There is a smear of blood on my cheek and a faint reddish mark just below my right orbital bone.

      A reminder that her father is a very real threat. I didn’t learn his name… I make a note to ask my assistant for the file that I had the private investigator put together.

      When Kaia appears in the doorway behind me, hesitant, I turn toward her. She is wearing a pair of baggy sweats, pushed on her by Bas in lieu of the tattered costume she was wearing when I found her.

      I motion for her to come in. “Close the door.”

      She does it meekly, without saying a word. I walk over to her and tilt her chin up.

      “You’re okay,” I tell her. “It’s over.”

      Her eyes are glassy. She looks at me for a moment, then looks away. “It’s not over. Not really. My father has my mom and my sister to use as leverage over me. It’s been this way my whole life.”

      I frown. “You’re safe,” I tell her softly.

      Kaia looks at me sharply. “You don’t understand. That back there? That’s who my father is. That’s why I live in such a tiny apartment. Why I work at Club X. Can you just…”

      She stops, taking a deep breath and dropping her gaze. “Please stop trying to make things okay. They aren’t really ever going to be okay.”

      I slide my hand under her jaw, forcing her to look at me. “I’ll never bend. Never become flexible and pliable. Never be soft and malleable. But I think that happens to be just what you need right now, beauty.”

      She studies me, her throat working. “I’m so tired, Calum.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      I reach down and unzip her hooded sweatshirt, peeling it off her lithe body. She toes off her shoes and lets me push down the waistband of her sweatpants. When she stands naked before me, shivering against the steamy air, I guide her to the bathtub.

      Acting a steady frame for her to hold onto as she climbs in, I kneel as she sits down. The hot water sloshes for a moment as she settles in with a sigh.

      I trail my fingers through the water as it continues to fill the tub. Kaia closes her eyes.

      Reaching for the lavender scented soap, I dunk it under the water and then start to lather her arms, her knees, all the places that aren’t sensitive. She releases a sigh at one point but doesn’t say a word.

      She stops me for a second, bringing her wet hand to my face. Using the gentlest touch, she rubs away all the traces of blood, washing them away like they never existed.

      I wash her hair next, sliding my hands through the silken strands. She seems to fall into a trance as I rub circles into her scalp, even moaning once or twice.

      By the time I am done and her hair is rinsed, she looks at me with a sigh. Her eyelids are heavy, her voice low and rough. “Thank you.”

      My lips tip up at the corners. “You’re welcome.”

      She inhales a long breath, shaking her head. “I don’t mean for washing my hair, although that was nice. I mean… thank you for jumping in today. You probably…” Her eyes close briefly. When they flutter open again, they are filled with tears. She takes a steadying breath. “You probably saved my life today, Calum. I promise, I won’t forget it.”

      Then she does the oddest thing. She takes my hand, still wet from the bath, and turns it over. She places the lightest of kisses right in the middle of my palm.

      Something breaks loose deep in my chest. A chunk of ice in the very cold, very dark ocean that is my heart.

      I stare down at her. She looks up at me.

      I tilt my head and move closer. She turns her face up toward me, seeking my lips.

      When we kiss, there is no hint of gentleness, no sweetness to be found.

      Only cloying desperation.

      I lift her from the bathtub and carry her into the bedroom, unaware of anything but the need to be inside her.
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      Dripping wet, wrapped in Calum’s strong arms, I kiss him desperately as he carries me into the bedroom. He doesn’t stop until he tumbles me down onto the mattress, looking down on me, his breath coming in ragged pants.

      “Stay here,” he commands. “Stay just like that, beauty.”

      Calum turns and disappears out the bedroom door for a moment, his footsteps receding into silence. Seconds tick by. I grow restless.

      What is he doing?

      But soon enough, he returns. He’s holding a golden roll of condoms in one hand. He doesn’t mention them as he places them on the bedside table.

      Then Calum focuses on me, reaching out to touch my knee. He spreads my knee out for just a moment, using his free hand to grip my opposite hip. My pussy is partially exposed and he brushes his hand over my lower lips ever so briefly.

      I shudder, anticipation already building.

      “Oh, beauty,” he rumbles. He looks up at me, our gazes clashing. “The things I’m going to do to you…”

      He starts to rip off his loose t-shirt, whipping it over his head and exposing his chest, abs, and arms. Every part of Calum is more impressive than the last; he could truly be a statue carved of marble, come to life.

      He hooks his thumbs in his black sweatpants and shoves them down, kicking them off. For a second he is bare before me, standing proudly, his cock jutting out. His expression is dark, his gaze feral. It’s like being observed by a big cat who keeps licking his jaws, indicating that it’s time for dinner.

      I’m his sole focus right now… and I’m ready for his hands all over my body. Ready to gasp and writhe and know the pleasure that he means to give to me.

      I shiver, sitting up, and reach for him. Curling my fingers around the firm flesh of his hips, I pull him down. He pushes me onto my back and our legs tangle. His cock presses into my lower belly as his full weight comes to rest on me briefly.

      My breath leaves my lungs in a gush. Calum’s blue eyes scan my face as he bites his lip. He thrusts against me once as he kisses the left corner of my lips. I writhe against his body, moaning softly.

      He takes the weight of his upper body off mine, transferring it to his arms. I lock my legs around his waist, biting my lip as I run my hand down between us. When I reach the tip of his cock, smoothing my palm out to touch it gently, he sucks in a sweeping breath.

      “God, Kaia,” he whispers. He thrusts against my hand, biting his lip. “Do you feel how hard my cock is? Hmm? You make me this way.” He leans his weight on one arm, reaching his hand up to cup my jaw hard. “I’m going to pop your cherry tonight, beautiful. But before I use my big, hard cock to stretch you out, I’m going to make that pretty little pussy cream for me.”

      My breath hitches. I feel a trickle of desire escape my entrance. Looking at Calum’s expression, I have no fucking doubt that he means it.

      I groan, my impatience growing, and rock my hips against his body. “I want to feel you inside me.”

      Calum smirks and drops a kiss on my lips. “Patience, beauty.”

      I wrinkle my nose at him. Sliding my hands between our bodies once more, I touch his cock, which is hot against even my warm skin. He hisses, closing his eyes briefly.

      “Be careful what you wish for, Kaia.” He eyes flicker open, seeming to pierce me down to my soul. “You just might get it.”

      I shoot him a defiant look and wrap my small fist around his cock, working it up and down his length. He grabs my hands up pins them up above my head, growling.

      “Tonight is supposed to be about you,” he grits out.

      My eyebrows quirk. I’m a little breathless when I finally speak. “It is about me, Calum. I want to learn everything about what makes you feel good.” I bite my lip, hesitating. “Teach me, Calum. Don’t hold back. I want to learn.”

      His pupils are so large by now that when he casts his gaze over me, they are nearly black with desire. “Oh, princess. Do you know what you’re asking me to do to you? I’ve spent the last month dreaming of that pretty mouth wrapped around my cock. Of you being a good little girl and holding still while I fuck your face…”

      My eyes widen. “You have?”

      He nods, his hand wandering down to frame my breast. He tweaks my nipple, causing a shockwave of sensation to slam my oversensitive body. I throw my head back, groaning.

      Calum lumbers to his feet. He gestures to me, his gaze like a burning brand over my naked body. “Come to me on your hands and knees, beauty.”

      I roll over and then push up, turning and moving toward him. He groans as I approach.

      “Do you know how fucking hot you are right now?” he growls.

      I stop when I reach the edge of the bed, shaking my head slowly. His cock juts out proudly from his body. He steps closer, brushing his lower thighs up against the bed.

      I reach out to take his cock in my hand, looking up at him for guidance. Our gazes clash and he shivers.

      “Fuck,” he says. He lets me explore for half a minute more before pushing my hand away, fisting his cock in his hand.

      His gaze drops to my mouth. He tilts his head, giving himself a lazy stroke.

      “Open your mouth, sweetheart,” he rasps.

      I lick my lips and open my mouth. He runs his free hand through the mass of my hair and then grips it, guiding me forward.

      The last thing I see before my face is buried against his skin is a drop of milky white semen leaking from the crown of his cock.

      “Put your tongue out,” he coaches.

      I stick my tongue out and he prods it with the tip of his cock. It tastes salty and metallic, the skin as soft as velvet against my tongue. But as soon as I adjust to that, he is tugging on my hair, lifting my throat.

      And then he nudges his cock into my mouth, inch by slow inch. I try to put my hand up, to give myself a little control over how fast he moves, but he knocks it away.

      “Don’t,” he grates out. “Just cover your teeth with your lips and try to relax.”

      Looking up at him, my head gripped by his hand, I cover my teeth and relax as much as I can.

      Calum keeps pushing his cock inside my mouth, the tip almost brushing my throat. I can’t help but gag, my whole body shuddering at once.

      “Fuuuuck,” he says, watching as I try to control the reflex.

      He flexes his hips again, forcing his cock to touch my throat. I gag again, throwing my hand up to drag myself backward with a gasp.

      A loud sound bursts forth from his chest, a rumbling bass growl.

      He steps back, pulling his cock out of my mouth with a pop. I look up at him, sucking in my breaths.

      Calum strokes his cock, looking at me. “So much to do, so little time.” He bites his lower lip and cocks his head. “I like watching you gag on my dick, princess. But now I need you on your back. I’m going to taste your sweet pussy and make you come on my tongue.”

      My eyes widen. “Is that a promise?”

      He pushes me forcefully onto my back and then comes down to rest on top of me. He drinks me in with his eyes, growling softly as his fingers trail down to stroke my dripping slit.

      “God, Kaia. You’re so fucking wet.” He brings his glistening fingers to his mouth and licks my juices off the tips of his fingers. He closes his eyes and lets out a low moan as he tastes me on his hands. “Fucking delicious, beauty. So damn sweet.”

      I know he is waiting for an answer, but I can't seem to find the words he was waiting for. All I can focus on are his fingers that are now playing with my clit, teasing their way along my seam.

      He kisses me deeply, hungrily. I can feel his rock hard cock digging into me. I moan loudly, feeling anticipation building.

      “Calum,” I whisper, my hands gripping his shoulders. “Please. Don’t make me wait anymore.”

      “Fuck, Kaia. Breathe, beauty…” His voice is husky, low.

      I follow his advice, taking a deep breath to clear my ridiculously, pathetically aroused mind enough to whimper, “Please!”

      He kisses the corner of my mouth and then starts to move down my body. Burning hot kisses land on my collarbone, my breasts, my sternum. He licks a ring around my belly button and I writhe against his body.

      I can feel my clit aching, feel how fucking good his mouth is going to be when it finally touches my pussy.

      I want him bad.

      Calum kisses his way down my lower belly, to my thighs, around my sensitive mons. With his fingers he spreads my pussy lips wide.

      “God damn, Kaia,” he says quietly. He lays one kiss just above my lips. “Do you know how long I’ve waited to taste you?”

      Without waiting for a response, he buries his whole face in my pussy, gorging himself on my taste, getting my scent and juices all over his mouth. Then he pulls back, licking slowly but hungrily along my seam. He lets out a low moan again. “So fucking sweet, Kaia.”

      He sticks out his tongue and swirls it around my clit, the part of my body that begs for attention. He groans and takes my sensitive clit in his mouth, sucking lightly, his tongue flicking against my bud.

      I moan and touch my tits, grabbing them and pinching my nipples. The sensation makes my hips buck and my back bow.

      His tongue quickly reduces me to a shivering, moaning maniac. I writhe my hips against his tongue, unable to contain myself any longer, but his strong hands on my hips hold me in place. He licks and sucks until I see nothing but stars and fireworks, feeling like I am about to fly away if it wasn't for him anchoring me.

      The pressure that has been building up inside me releases into a bright ball of light. My mind shatters, shards falling every different direction. I scream his name, digging my fingers into his shoulders and tugging at his hair.

      He keeps licking, swirling his tongue. I become too sensitive and push at his shoulders. He looks up at me with the filthiest grin.

      “You taste better than I could’ve imagined, beauty.”

      He raises himself up, coming up to kiss my lips hard. I can taste myself on his lips, earthy and salty and satisfying. There is something dirty and so intimate about enjoying his kiss just after he ate me out… and I can’t get enough of it. I moan into his mouth and hear a low sound coming from the back of his throat.

      “Don’t stop,” I whisper against his lips. “You promised to pop my cherry tonight. I want you to be my first, Calum. The only man I’ve ever been with.”

      His sapphire blue eyes snap open and he shudders. “Lay back, beauty.”

      He pushes himself to his knees and reaches over to grab one of the condoms. He tears the package open with his teeth, discards the package, and rolls the condom along his cock.

      I bite my lip and watch. “I’m on birth control…”

      Calum squints at me, smirking. “You don’t have any way to know this, but that conversation is usually a whole different step. We can talk about that later, beauty. Right now, I just want you to enjoy yourself.”

      He pushes me back on the bed, settling himself between  takes his cock and presses the blunt tip against the inside of my thigh. I pull him in with my legs, making him readjust a little until he settles the tip of his length against my wet pussy. We both groan in unison as he pushes inside, stretching me out with each inch.

      I grip his shoulders, my nails digging into his flesh. His brow furrows in concentration as he works his length all the way in. My pussy clenches as I stretch and accommodate his massive size.

      It hurts, honestly. Being so intimately stretched pinches painfully and having so the bulk of his weight on top of me is crushing me. He shifts his weight, taking it off me, looking down into my eyes.

      “God damn,” he murmurs. “Your pussy feels hot and wet and tight all at the same time, Kaia.”

      The reverent look on his face excites me. I provide something that he wants, which is new and exhilarating for me.

      I move my hips, grinding my pussy against him. It rubs his cock against my inner walls in a new way, eliciting a ripple of pleasure.

      “Fuck,” I say, wanting more. “Please, Calum.”

      He looks up at me, a sheen of sweat beginning to break across his forehead. He moves then, slowly pumping his cock in and out of me. I start to feel ripples of pleasure, tentative at first, then more and more certain.

      Calum takes my small breast in one broad hand, pinching the nipple. I start to move in time with him, rolling my hips. Little licks of flame start to unfurl themselves deep inside of me, stealing my breath away.

      “God,” I moan. Tossing my head back, I meet his cautious thrusts. He’s being careful with me, but I don't want that. I toss my head back. “Fuck me like you own me. Fuck me like I’m yours and yours alone.”

      He stiffens for just a moment, then grabs my hips and pulls me up a few inches. He forgets his hesitant rhythm and starts hammering himself in and out of my pussy. My eyes widen for a second. He starts sweating in earnest, his sweat mixing with my own every single place that my fingers touch.

      Looking at his fierce expression, I’m unsure what I’ve unleashed in him, more beast than man. But at the same time, the ripples of my inner pond are growing in size, becoming chaotic.

      It feels unbelievably good to move my hips in time with each thrust. I’m compelled to match his pace, to meet his hips, to wrap my legs around him and draw him in more. I focus on that, letting my eyes drift closed, my fingers reaching for my own nipple. Calum groans, slowing for a second. He raises himself up and starts thrusting again. Then he pushes my hand aside, slipping his hand down between us.

      He brushes my clit and my back bows. I feel like my hips are growing heavy and full, each of his thrusts bringing me closer to the edge of an abyss.

      This is why people fuck. This sensation, this exact feeling I’m feeling right now. I understand completely now, where before I felt slightly out of the loop.

      “Tell me what you’re feeling,” he mutters. “Talk dirty to me, beauty.”

      I look at him, at his beautiful chest, every muscle gleaming and straining. I don’t know where the words come from, exactly, but as soon as he asks me, they burst forth.

      “I love how your cock fills my pussy,” I say, working my hips. “I love the way your fingers feel on my clit, baby.”

      He growls and redoubles his pace, hammering himself into me, his fingers working quickly circles over my clit. I suddenly feel electrified, moaning and clutching at his shoulders. He punctuates each thrust by stroking my clit.

      “Come for me,” he whispers, his words a plea and a command at once.

      I clench my eyes shut, stretching, reaching for some unknown goal. “Calum… I…”

      I reach a sudden cliff, running up one side and launching myself off. That’s what coming feels like — falling down a deep, dark crevasse, seizing up, my whole body shaking and clamping down. Feeling a million tiny jolts of sensation overwhelming my entire system, all at once.

      I open my eyes and keep my hips moving, trying desperately to breathe. He hammers his cock home at a blistering pace, his movements freezes as he approaches his own peak.

      “God damn,” he whispers, pumping his hips madly. “Fuck, Kaia, you’re making me come…”

      Then he roars, thrusting hard and raggedly a half dozen times. I feel him coming, feel his semen fill me in hot pulses. I can only turn my lips up to his once more.

      In the moments that we lie here, struggling for each breath, I turn to him.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      Calum turns his head to regard me. “For what?”

      My cheeks color. “For making my first time memorable.”

      “Hm.” He looks up at the ceiling. “I just didn’t want you to regret it, beauty.”

      I study him in profile; look at him now is like admiring a piece of art. I reach out with trembling fingers, touching his cheek, tracing his jawline.

      “Did you regret it?”

      He exhales and looks at me. There is pain in his eyes, honesty and torment.

      “No. But what do I know? I’m fucked up. I’m broken.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “What? You’re not broken.”

      Calum turn his head and pins me with his ocean blue gaze. “Kaia, if you think that I’m fine, you haven’t been listening. I’m damaged so irreparably, gone past the point of return. Why else do you think I pay you?”

      I start to answer his question, indignant. Why would he say such mean things about himself?

      Then I pause. This needs an especially light touch.

      I suck in a breath.

      “I don’t know what you’ve been through, Calum.” Finding his hand, I twine my fingers with his, gripping hard. “But I will say that I collect broken things. Things that no one else wants to save, things that other people think are garbage. They have a home with me.”

      He squeezes his eyes closed for a long moment. The sound of his deep breaths fills the space between us. Then he looks at me, his hand coming up to cup my jaw.

      He doesn’t say anything. He just kisses me hard, his lips almost brutal as they find mine.

      When he’s done, he pulls me close. And I cuddle against him, wondering sleepily what makes a man like Calum tick.
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      I sit in my home office, staring out the huge window into the Manhattan skyline. Behind me on my desk there is a stack of legal papers that I need to review. Things are beginning to slip through the cracks, what with me tied up at the ballet… and with Kaia getting under my skin at night.

      But I don’t look at any of the time-sensitive papers. No, instead I stare out the window and think about last night.

      Skin on skin.

      Our breath mingling.

      Our naked, sweating bodies writhing.

      She set my fucking soul on fire.

      But Kaia still got up this morning and went to the New York Ballet, saying she had a costume fitting to finish.

      I didn’t want to let her leave my sight… but I can’t just keep her trapped here.

      …could I?

      I cock my head, trying to imagine how I might be able to get away with it. After all, almost anything is achievable with enough money…

      “Calum!”

      I spin in my chair, hearing my brother’s voice. Arching a brow, I call out to him.

      “In here, Lucas!”

      A few second later, he appears in the doorway, looking testy. “Did you see our stock prices this morning?”

      I suck in a breath, leaning back in my chair. “No.”

      He gives me an odd look. “Well, we have to figure out a backup deal since you punched Jack Schwartz in the face, Calum. There are starting to be whispers that we didn’t have a second choice lined up.”

      I squint at him as he comes in, plunking himself down in a leather chair. I school my expression.

      “Well, we didn’t,” I say at last.

      Lucas tilts his head to the side. “Okay, what is going on with you? Normally that kind of news would have you screaming and pounding your fist on your desk.”

      I steeple my fingers and stretch my neck. “I’m not sure what you want from me.”

      His gaze scans my face and my body language. For a long moment, he’s silent. Then he leans forward, a smile playing about his lips.

      “You got laid,” he says. He purses his lips. “I’m right, aren’t I? You got your dick wet and you forgot all about your real life.”

      I shoot him a glare. “Fuck off.”

      “Ah!” He claps his hands a few times, reclining in his seat. “It must have been good if you’re being secretive about it. Tell me, was it someone taboo? Maybe the daughter of a competitor?”

      I stand up, giving him a look. “We should change the subject.”

      Needing a cup of coffee, I head out of my office and down the hall toward the kitchen. Lucas is right on my heels and he’s not done guessing.

      “Wait, I forgot. You haven’t been at work. You’ve spent all your free time training ballerinas.” He goes silent for a moment. “Oh, Calum. Please tell me it’s not one of the girls from your ballet.”

      I walk into the kitchen and flick on my coffee grinder. It whirs to life, loud enough that it makes conversation impossible. As soon as it stops making noise, it starts brewing the grounds into a fresh pot of coffee.

      When I turn around, Lucas is leaning against the kitchen island, a grin on his face. “Who is it? Did you finally woo Honor into fucking you?”

      He raises his hand, rubbing his fingertips together to signal money. My neck heat and my hands clench into fists.

      He’s not wrong about my method. I do like to snag girls with money. It’s just easier to pay them and know that our relationship is transactional. He just isn’t up to date about the whole Honor situation.

      “Is there something that you want from me? Or can I get back to going about my business?”

      He rolls his eyes. “You are no fun. I just came to say that I was at a board meeting this morning and your personal stock price is dropping like a fucking stone.”

      I shoot him a glare. “If I make you acting CEO, will that embolden you to get the fuck out of my kitchen?”

      The smile drops away from his expression. “Seriously?”

      “If the company needs it? Yes. I’ve been on autopilot mode for weeks. Might as well make you the CEO…” I pin him in place with a glare. “I swear to god, Lucas. If you fuck this up, I’ll take it out of your hide.”

      His hand flutters in the air between us. “No need for threatening me. IndicaTech is as much my baby as it is yours.”

      I flap a dismissive hand at him. “Fine. I’ll step down while my attentions are divided between Indica and the NYB.”

      He screws up his face. “Please tell me that you aren’t just going to dump the whole Jack Schwartz problem in my lap.”

      I give him a thin smile. “No. I’ll keep working on that.”

      “Good. I don’t know any other kind of blockchain technology that exists that is as powerful as Schwartz’s.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “If it were easy, I would have done it by now.”

      He licks his lips, about to fire back his response. But luckily at that moment, a loud chime begins to sound.

      I turn my head toward the panel on the wall, which is currently lit up. Walking over to it, it press the intercom button.

      “Yes?”

      A video screen turns on, Honor’s face smiling seductively to the camera. “It’s me, Cal. Let me up.”

      Her shortening of my name — calling me Cal — sends an ugly shudder down my spine. The only person that has ever called me that is Anita.

      “So it is Honor,” I hear my brother mutter behind me.

      I glare back at him. “I told you, I’m not sleeping with her.”

      I do need to talk to her, though. Pressing the intercom button again, I say, “Come up.”

      I turn to find Lucas heading out.

      “Wait,” I call to him. “I don’t want to be here alone with her. Honor has already filed three lawsuits against NYB for ageism and sexual harassment. It would be better if there was a witness here.”

      Lucas turns to me, his eyebrows rising. “Uh… sure,” he says with a shrug. He squints. “It’s really not her, then.”

      Shaking my head, I pour myself a cup of coffee. Lucas fixes himself one too.

      Then we stand, sipping the steaming brew, and wait.

      It doesn’t take long before the elevator chimes. I lean over and press a button, allowing the elevator doors to open. The sound of heels clicking on stone grows closer and closer.

      I look at Lucas, nodding toward the living room. He follows me in, still sipping his coffee, his expression perfectly blank.

      I swing open the front door. Honor gives me a sultry grin, her blonde hair falling in waves over the top of her black trench coat.

      “Hey Cal,” she says playfully. She wrinkles her nose, stepping closer. Her lips are slicked with bright red gloss. “Are you going to invite me in?”

      I squint. “Do I have a choice?”

      She titters at that, reaching out a slender hand to push me back. Not interested in having any kind of contact with her, I step back before she touches me, turning and heading into the living room.

      Honor follows, pulling up short when she sees Lucas. “Cal, you didn’t say that there was anyone else here.”

      I clear my throat and sink into an armchair. “You can address me as Calum. And you didn’t ask if I was alone, Honor. Just like you didn’t ask if you could come to my private residence.”

      Lucas sips his coffee stoically, giving her nothing when she looks to him for help. She glares at him.

      “It would be better if we talked alone.”

      I glance at my watch. “No. Do you want to go first? Or should we just speed things along here?”

      She narrows her gaze on both of us. “I think we got started on the wrong foot, Cal—“

      “Now it’s Mr. Fordham,” I say. I cross my arms and cock my head. “And you have two minutes to get to your point.”

      “Well,” she says, smiling broadly. She glances at Lucas and then back to me. “I had hoped for this to be a matter between us. But since you don’t care, then I suppose I won’t either.” She pins me with a huge smile. “Marry me, Calum Fordham.”

      I give her an incredulous look. “I’m sorry?”

      She walks over to where I am sitting, touching my hand lightly. “You heard me. You’ve wanted me for years. Now here I am. Asking you to make me Mrs. Fordham.”

      I gaze up at her, not quite understanding. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      She looks over at Lucas, crinkling her nose as if I’d just made a joke. “Is he always so hard of hearing?”

      I start to rise. “Listen up. I talked to Kaia. She told me about what you said to her. And I just want to make something crystal clear.” I pause, leaning forward. “There is never going to be anything between us, Honor. Not to mention the fact that I already know that you’re fucking pregnant with Mikhail’s child.”

      Honor smirks a little, rubbing her hand over her stomach. “It doesn’t have to be his. It will be yours, if you marry me and put your name on the birth certificate.” She wrinkles her nose. “Just like that, an instant family. Plus you’ll get me, any and every way you want me.” Her lips quirk. “Don’t pretend like you didn’t masturbate to me a couple of hundred times over the years. Don’t act like I’m not offering you something you’ve coveted forever.”

      My eyes tighten on her face. Several seconds tick by and a smile plays over my lips. “I’ll pass. We should talk about what will happen to you and your unborn child if you ever threaten Kaia again, though. I promise you, it won’t be pretty.”

      I glance at Lucas and he scowls at me.

      “What?” I snap.

      “Who the fuck is Kaia?!” he whispers.

      I flap a dismissive hand at him. “Doesn’t matter.”

      Honor crosses her arms, sneering. “What, you don’t want your brother to know about your dirty little secret? Cal is fucking one of the little girls he hired to replace me at the ballet. Judging by the photos my private investigator got of you two canoodling all over the fucking city, you have a type. Young, blonde, and flexible.”

      Her lips twitch. I blink, trying to rein in the immediate fury I feel.

      Lucas climbs to his feet, scowling at Honor. “I think you should leave.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, right. Here is the deal, since you had to make me play hardball. I want three hundred million dollars as a fee for keeping those pictures to myself. I want your stupid little bimbo fired from the company. And I want you to sign your name on my baby’s birth certificate, so I always know that he’ll be taken care of financially.”

      I scoff. “Just because you have some fucking pictures?”

      She smirks at me. “I have a video from inside Club X, okay? You and your newest little blonde, in the champagne room, talking about your filthiest fantasies. And the second I turn them over to the press, they will tear her to pieces. Your reputation may be tarnished, but she’ll be ruined. She won’t dance anywhere ever again, ballet or otherwise.”

      I glare at her, but inside I get a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      I know what the ballet means to Kaia. I know how hard it would be for her to lose her position in the company… and be hounded by the press.

      Deciding to bluff a little, I stand up and cross my arms. “I don’t think that this alleged video will do the damage that you think it will. And I don’t really care for Kaia, so…”

      She smirks at me. “Yes you do. I saw you two together at the bar. When you thought no one was looking, you acted just like a man in love. Whatever you may say, I know that you’re weak where it comes to women.”

      I scowl at her. “You don’t know me.”

      She tips her head to the side. “Yes I do, Cal. I’ve known you and men just like you for my entire life. And in order to get what I want, all I have to do is endanger the princess in the castle. You’ll get your knight’s armor on and ride out to save her. You can’t help yourself.” Her lips quirk. “It’s pathetic.”

      My fingers flex, aching with the need to wring her neck.

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” Honor smiles at us both. “If I don’t get my way, I have already paid for a contract with the Ukrainian mob. Unless I’m made very, very rich and very happy, it goes into effect.”

      She withdraws a piece of paper that has been stamped with a photo and vital information.

      Kaia stares back at me, her doe eyes wide, her lips parted as if she’s about to speak.

      I look up at Honor. “You’re…” I chuckle, not knowing how else to respond. “Fucking insane.”

      She bites her lip, smiling, and shrugs. “There are worse things to be, darling.”

      “You’re going to end up dead,” I tell her.

      She starts backing away slowly. “I will give you the night to break the news to your little fuck doll. Tomorrow morning, I’ll be back with the papers for you to sign. You should…” She waves her hand. “Call somebody that can arrange a large transfer of funds.”

      Glancing at Lucas, I don’t even know what to say. “You’re literally nuts, Honor.”

      She winks at me. “Test me, Cal. Find out just how fucking crazy I am.”

      Then she whirls and struts away, her heels clicking on the stone floors as she goes.

      I stare after her for a long moment. Lucas clears his throat.

      “Is she right?” he asks.

      I look up at him, overwhelmed. “What?”

      “Do you… have feelings for this girl? Because if you don’t, then Honor has basically nothing on you. You can just walk away.”

      Shaking my head, I drop my eyes to the picture of Kaia again. “I don’t love her. I’m not even capable of that.”

      He sighs. “No one is throwing around that word but you, Calum. I just asked if you care about whether she gets hurt or not.”

      A tendril of emotion creeps out as I stare at her picture. “Maybe.”

      “Well… then things are about to get difficult,” he says.

      Bile burns the back of my throat. “I know.”

      I drop the photo to the floor, turning toward my office. Lucas squints and follows me, not saying a word.
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      Calum is late.

      I shiver as I glance at my phone again. I’m waiting for him outside of the Continental, the hip, sleek bar at the bottom of his building. He asked me to meet him here twenty minutes ago… but so far, he’s a no-show.

      And I’m way too much of a wuss to try to go inside with Calum there, paying the door guy off.

      Are you close? I start typing into my phone.

      A hand lands on my arm. I startle and look up, flush at the sight of him. He looks a little disheveled, his hair raked to the side, his tie loosened. He’s still wearing his suit but his suit seems rumpled. His eyes lock in on me, expression unreadable.

      He jerks his head toward the bar. “Let’s go.”

      I frown as he ushers me into the bar. His apartment is only an elevator ride away… but I guess he just wants a drink. I slide my coat off and he leads me to the bar.

      Calum pulls out my chair and I sit down, my cheeks flushing. I expected some sort of compliment on my dress, maybe a dirty thought whispered into my ear.

      But I guess not. He seems preoccupied, busy thinking about whatever it is that billionaires think about, I guess.

      I nod uneasily. He waves his hand at the bartender, who scurries over.

      “What can I get you?

      Calum looks at me, raising his brows expectantly.

      My cheeks warm. I straighten my spine and clear my throat. “Yes. Could I have a French 75?”

      Calum looks at me, his tongue darting out to wet his bottom lip. “I’ll have a McCallum, neat.”

      The bartender nods and head off to start making the drinks. I turn toward Calum, reaching out to touch his knee.

      “I expected to see you earlier today,” I say gently. “We had out first rehearsal on the main stage—“

      “Kaia,” he interrupts, frowning. “I just had a talk with the ballet company. We are letting you go.”

      I freeze. My heart beats painfully in my chest. “What?”

      His head bobs. “Sadly, I think that brings our professional relationship to a close.”

      “I’m— I’m fired??” I say, struggling to understand.

      Calum reaches into his suit jacket, withdrawing a slim envelope and placing it on the bar before me. “I also wanted to let you know that your services will no longer be needed for me. I’ve paid you the entire amount that our contract stipulates--“

      I grab his arm, forcing him to look up at me. “What is happening?”

      The bartender comes back and drops off our drinks. Calum’s gaze slides to him before settling back on me.

      “I need to sever any relations we have, completely and finally. Do you understand?”

      I’m so floored that it takes me a few seconds to answer that. “No, I don’t understand.”

      My voice rises. He looks around, drawing my attention to the other patrons in the bar.

      “Control yourself. We are in public,” he says.

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask. “Is it… is it because we had sex?”

      Calum’s face twitches. “No. It’s got nothing to do with you.”

      “It sure as hell seems like it has everything to do with me,” I say, bewildered.

      He clears his throat, standing up. He taps the envelope between us. “You will find that I compensated you more than adequately. My suggestion would be that to take this money, find a ballet in another city, and start your life over again.”

      I don’t know why, but suddenly I’m so angry at Calum. He can’t just do this to me. He may be rich but he’s still a person, ruled by the same things as me.

      In a flash, I yank my French 75 off the bar and toss the contents in his face.

      He blinks several times, startled, and wipes away the sticky sweet mixture that is trickling down his face.

      “Kaia—“

      “No!” I shout. I get off my stool, grabbing my coat. “No way. You don’t just get to walk all over me. I’ll… I’ll sue the hell out of you and the NYB.”

      His hands flex into fists. “No you won’t. I’m paying you enough money to silently fade into the background.”

      I pick up the envelope, my hands shaking, my eyes filling with tears. Then I look him right in the eye and start tearing it apart. “I’m not interested in your money, Calum. I want to be treated like a human being.”

      We stare at each other for several seconds. My face crumples.

      He is a fucking bastard. Then again, he told me that the first time we met.

      When someone tells me that they are broken, that they are a bastard, that their alliances aren’t to anything but money…

      The next time, I’ll believe them.

      Spinning on my heel, I race out of the bar, tears staining my cheeks.
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      Calum and Kaia’s story isn’t over yet, not by a long shot. Raw, gripping, steamy, and emotional… Get ready for more of their story by grabbing The Dancer right now.
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      Want a little more of their love story? Get a deleted love scene right now by joining Vivian’s mailing list.
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