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Inspiration
 
“I am beginning to understand,” said the little prince. “There is a flower . . . I think that she has tamed me . . .” 
 
- Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, 
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Twenty-two months later
 
Tack
 
“I think we found her.”
The words gave me false hope. I’d heard them before. Branson Marx was the best private investigator in the business, and yet, he’d failed once before. 
“Are you certain this time?” I gruffly asked.
“Tack,” he warned, looking up at me over his studious glasses. His light-colored hair stood on end, as if he’d been running his fingers through it. Bright eyes narrowed on mine. “I gave you my word.”
I shook my head, staring out the second story window. Branson’s office looked like the stereotypical made-for-movies P.I. office—a mess. It was a wonder he could find anything in his office, let alone a human being outside of it. The human being in this instance was a beautiful creature who had disappeared from my life nearly two years ago. Her violet eyes danced in my head. Her breathless gasps as I entered her for the first time haunted my ears. The way she moved under my body appeared in my dreams nightly. There were moments I thought I felt her and then she was gone.
“I know. It’s just…sometimes…” Sometimes I still thought she was a product of my desperately lonely and guilty mind. A figment of my imagination. Colton Edwin told me as much.
You want to believe she was real, and so she was. But only to you.

He didn’t understand. Juliet Montmore had been very real to me. That one night when I decided initiation into a sex club was more important than the emotions of a woman. I’d sunk to the lowest depths I could go because I thought she wanted it that way. The way Rick had told me the women in his club wanted it. The way Rick said she wanted it. The way I thought I wanted it to be, until I saw her.
Frightened, closed off, used. My stomach rolled with the memory. 
I went to the island to be redeemed for what I’d done. Little did I know how that redemption would play out. She would be my forgiveness and then she became my reason for breathing. 
Colton had it wrong, because I experienced Juliet Montmore more than once, and I learned who she was. Is, I corrected. She hadn’t died. She disappeared. She still exists; just out there in the world, but unfortunately, not in mine.
Branson knew all this. My history with the island and with her—the good, the bad, and everything in between—had to be explained in order for him to understand. I had to find her. There weren’t many people I trusted but I trusted him. No one else had believed me. Garvey Edwin, my restoration coach, thought I had some sort of vision quest. As the restorative justice process was based in the Native American culture, he thought I saw her as a way to seek healing. Colton, his son, stepped closer to the truth, knowing I wanted to believe in her reality, but his own experience taught him she wasn’t real. She was a figment of my mind, conjured to find forgiveness within myself. Colton’s girl was gone forever; mine was not. My girl still walks this earth, not my imagination.
“I get it. She’s important to you,” Branson said, interrupting my thoughts. “I understand.” He did understand. He’d witnessed many times when good people made bad decisions. It had happened to him.
“Look, I just can’t handle false hope. It’s been almost two years.” I sighed. It had been 21 months and 17 days. When you spent a portion of your life counting them, you began to realize how valuable those days could be. I thought we had more time. In fact, the banishment was scheduled for a full year. We’d only made it 69 days. Ironic number. It was one of the things I hadn’t done yet with her. One of the multitude of ways I planned to experience her. Once we found her.
“Looks like a Juliet Monte published a dissertation titled My Time on the Island. She got a doctorate degree in West Virginia.”
“Shit,” I said, shifting to lean forward in my chair opposite Branson’s desk. We’d looked everywhere up and down the Atlantic coastline, but I told him to concentrate on Baltimore. That’s where I met her, if you could call our first encounter a meeting. The Front Door had been the place of that fateful night. I had no other information beyond that she had spent some years in a trailer park in Alabama. I was confident she hadn’t returned. 
“Looks like the dissertation came from Weston, a small university up in the mountains.” I recalled her saying she attended a university near Baltimore, but Juliet Montmore had not returned there after her time on the island.
“What’s the dissertation about?” 
“The subtitle says ‘a dissertation in self-reflection through visualization and solitary confinement—a restoration of the criminal.’” Branson grimaced. “Sounds intense.”
“Why do you think it’s her? It sounds like she changed her name.”
“Most people change their name so they can’t be found. Hiding from family. Hiding from the past.” He paused and removed his glasses. His large arms crossed on his desk. “I’m not saying she was doing that from you.”
“But she might have,” I added, swiping my hand through my hair. Fuck. “What about the rest?”
“I think a dissertation on solitary confinement on an island visualizing someone might be our best clue that it’s her.” He smirked, and if I didn’t like Branson as a person, I’d want to punch the smug look off his hard face.
“So take me to her,” I said, shifting to the edge of my seat.
“It doesn’t quite work that way. Let me dig a little deeper to be certain. I just wanted to let you know I had the best lead I’ve had in months.”
Branson felt guilty about the last lead. A girl who fit Juliet’s description had been spotted near The Front Door, that fateful club, eight months ago. When I heard she may have been there, perhaps had even gone back inside, I’d bought the bar for an exorbitant price and burned it to the ground. I didn’t want her anywhere near The Front Door. Curious mouse or not, she didn’t need that club. I’d worried over time that she needed money. She didn’t have many things, but that club was no longer an answer for her. I was.
The result of that investigation lost the trail of the girl.
But not this time. This time I had a feeling Branson was onto something. My heart leapt in my chest in a way it hadn’t in a long time. She might have been avoiding me, but I was determined to find her. A lion on the hunt, persistently pursuing an ever-evading mouse, I would catch my prey.
Gotcha, Mouse.
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Tack
 
I didn’t typically care for charity galas. I’d been to dozens in the last two years and anxiously anticipated my own charity affair in a few weeks. But this night, I had to make good on Abby’s request to attend with her. She’d been good enough to be the jewel on my arm in the past.
“The Red Dress Affair is important to women’s health, Tack.” Abby Goodwin’s mother died of a heart attack, her heart disease undetected because she was too young. The loss came when Abby was at a vulnerable age and needed a mother. Since then, her father had tried to get her two more. Neither woman made the cut for Maxwell Goodwin.
“I know, Abby,” I said, patting her hand. She sat next to me in the limo, her blonde hair curled in some elaborate confection, her red dress tight and too sparkly. Her body was too angular for me. Her posture too rigid. We weren’t affectionate with one another, although she played a role for me. She kept the paparazzi at bay about my lacking love life. Unfortunately, Abby was beginning to use the advantage to aide hers. I had this strange, foreboding feeling, like maybe tonight was a mistake, but I had promised her, and I tried to keep my promises.
I’ll find you. The biggest promise given to me and it had been broken. Juliet Montmore disappeared from my life. She’d never come to find me, but I vowed I would not lose her. I was still waiting for her. I’d confirm she was safe, secure, and satisfied—with me. There would be no substitution. She belonged with me.
As we entered the main ballroom, filled with women in red and men in tuxedos, there appeared to be one woman who missed the memo. She was a vision in silver. With masks in place for this masquerade affair, there was no way to identify who she was, but something about the way she walked seemed familiar. Her silver dress was cut straight across her full breasts with a hint of skin atop a subtle ruffle. Thick beading filled the bodice, while the rest of the material flowed to her feet. The dress looked familiar, too, but I couldn’t place it. I didn’t bother with society or who wore what, but I couldn’t deny my eyes were drawn to her. 
Cocktails, hors d’oeuvres, and dinner passed in a blink. Bourbon helped the time pass. When the dancing began, I noticed the woman in silver with a man in a navy blue tux. He’d missed the memo as well—black tie. 
“Who is that?” I mocked, staring over my glass before taking another hardy gulp of my bourbon neat. 
“That’s Miller James,” Abby muttered. “I think he crashed the party with his friend. His mother’s one of the co-hostesses. He’s a bit of a rebel.” He wasn’t much taller than the woman in his arms. His hair was perfectly coiffed. They laughed in unison. Her head tipped back with that laughter, and the curve of her neck caught my attention. Her hair was swept up in a purposely messy twist, allowing her neck to be exposed. 
“Rebel? How?” I asked, setting my drink on the table. Branson Marx had joined our party at my generous donation. He’d asked a friend, as well, and they were engaged in their own inspection of the woman in silver. 
“He isn’t conforming to what daddy wanted him to be.” Abby wiggled her brow.
“A man of worldly business?” I questioned with a laugh, knowing that’s what my father wanted of me. I’d veered in a different direction, but felt confident my business was helping the world. 
“A man who’s straight,” Abby said flatly. I glanced up again at the two dancing and noticed the subtle hints. He could be. I wasn’t a man to recognize another who played for the other team. It made no difference to me as long as he accepted I only batted in one direction. Maybe he played for both. His arm was wrapped around his date in a possessive way, and she playfully pressed her hands to his chest. 
The music was a sultry mix of alternative and acoustics. It wasn’t your typical ballroom dancing song, and it had the guests hesitant to participate. The raspy female sound filled the air, and several couples exited the dance floor. The woman in silver remained, as did her non-conforming, navy-clad date. 
The smoky sound was one I hadn’t heard in two years or more, and something about the way the woman stepped back from her man and swung her arms looked familiar. Her feet did this little stomping movement, and her hips swayed in a choppy way. The beat continued in a steady, almost tribal rhythm, and her hips increased in tempo.
“Excuse me,” I said, rising slowly from my seat, pulled to this woman as if by an invisible string. There was something unsettling about her movements, and I stepped onto the dance floor without a thought. I tapped her date, who took the hint and stepped off. I should have considered him a putz for leaving his girl with a total stranger, but something in my expression must have told him I’d break him if he didn’t move. 
Her back was to me. Her body rippling as her arms rose above her head and my hand reached for her hip. I stepped up to her and her head swung to look at me over her shoulder. A short gasp escaped her lips and she spun to search for her date. 
“Just one dance,” I said, and her head swung up to face me. The mask blocked most of her face, and she quickly averted her eyes before I could even glimpse their color. I began to move her, my hand on her hip as a guide, and we fell into a rhythm I recalled from long ago. Her arms rose in the air once again and my palms skimmed up her sides, etching out her curves. My skin tingled in recognition of something not felt in years. She slipped a hand between us, and I tugged her to me. Then I spun her away from me and curled her back. The dance was too easy, her fit against me too right. We moved as one before I gripped the material of her skirt and tugged it upward. My hand slipped under her thigh, hitching it against mine and dipping her back. I couldn’t risk kissing her, but my nose skimmed her neck. She smelled tropical.
My eyes whipped to hers as I stood her upright, but as if she knew the next move, she stepped out and I spun her away from me again. She curled back and collided with my chest. Enveloped within my arms, her back to my front, we moved as one once more. My nose rubbed along her shoulder to her neck and inhaled again.
“Do I know you?” I whispered, teasing her to tell me, wanting her to be my Juliet. The music stopped, but we were still moving, slowly winding down the song in our head. She gasped, and I noticed the guests all had their eyes on us, including Abby, Branson and his date, Maria. 
My dancing partner tugged forward, and I released her. She scrambled to the edge of the dance floor and the curve of her backside brought back another memory.
“Mouse,” I whispered, and she stopped. My shoulders shot upward, and I stepped forward just as she stepped off the parquet flooring. She picked up speed as she dodged among the tables to the exit.
“Tack?” Abby’s hand caught my forearm, and I stopped. Glancing down at my arm cost me. I looked up to find I’d lost the girl.
“That was her,” I barked at Branson as if he should know. “What does she own? She has to be someone if she were a member of this party.”
Branson smirked as if he knew a secret. 
“She owns a not-for-profit group.”
“Buy it,” I demanded. My heart raced in my chest. The need to possess anything that was hers suddenly consumed me.
“I don’t think non-profits work like that,” Branson replied, taking a sip of his beer.
“Then donate to her. However much it takes.”
“I have a plan in place,” Branson answered, and my brows rose in interest.
“Who is she to you?” Abby asked, her voice soft with a hint of sharpness infused. 
“I…” I didn’t know who this new version of her was, but everything else about her was too familiar.
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Juliet
 
“Etty, coming out of that bathroom is like walking through a jungle. We’ve got to move those plants.” Miller James’ effeminate voice traveled from the back hallway to the front of our small office where I stood across from an intense man. A handsome, intense man. Light hair that looked purposely messed, bright eyes behind glasses that did nothing to detract from their piercing effect, and a stature that said bodyguard, let me protect you. He was attractive in a multitude of ways, except that his line of questioning made me nervous.
“Well, well, who do we have here?” Miller asked as he cleared the hallway and stopped short inside the main office. Miller, smartly dressed in his pink oxford, bright blue skinny pants and a bow tie, was the type to smell a good-looking man a mile away, and while he’d been trying to set me up for over a year, he knew the reasons why I declined dates. 
“Branson Marx.” The man introduced himself, and Miller stepped forward to shake hands with him, only he glanced at me over his shoulder, wiggling an eyebrow. With that look, I knew what he was thinking.
Strong handshake. This meant a plethora of euphemisms for Miller, but my mind refused to go there. My heart raced as I continued processing our own introduction. 
“Are you Juliet Monte, formerly Montmore?” The name startled me, as I’d worked hard to take on a new identity. Months on an island, pretending I was someone I was not, caused me to change my name and take on a different persona. I hadn’t answered Branson’s question, as Miller’s proclamation of my plants blocking the bathroom interrupted us.
“Miller, Mr. Marx was explaining that he works in the charity division of Calliope Industries. They are holding their annual Humans for Humanity contest and we’ve been selected as one of the finalists for their generous donation.” My brows rose as I stared at Miller, warning him to behave and not start flirting with the heavyweight before him. Miller’s innuendos had no shame and flew from his lips whenever an attractive man was present, straight or not. 
“Oh,” Miller smiled, stepping behind my standing desk. “I don’t recall filling out an application for that one.” 
The Mouse Trap was our small, non-profit organization. Our goal was to help women in underprivileged communities make jewelry from natural materials as a means to earn money. We also provided materials for basic education in reading and mathematics. We’d been overwhelmed with our online store demands and needed more funding to provide us with additional supplies. Miller was my partner and helped with grant writing and donation solicitation. 
“Your organization has been awarded an all-expense paid trip to Redemption Resort in St. Croix.” Miller’s mouth popped open. The audible noise echoed through our office. 
“In the Virgin Islands?” Miller clarified. I scowled.
“That seems a bit excessive for a not-for-profit competition. The money could certainly be put to better use than flying people to the Caribbean for a vacation,” I said. I chose to ignore the location. I hadn’t been in the Virgin Islands in almost two years. I never dreamed I’d be returning to the area.
Miller kicked me under the desk as he stood next to me. I winced. 
“There are three organizations invited as finalists. Our directors believe your hard work to help others deserves a reward. The trip is for you—“
“And a guest,” Miller interjected. Branson looked from Miller to me and back. This prompted Miller to step closer to me and place his hand on the small of my back. What the hell?
“I’m sorry. I didn’t have in my notes that you had a fiancé.” Branson’s eyes glanced at my left hand. “Or a…”
“A friend,” Miller assisted with the answer, jiggling my shoulder. “A good friend.”
“That’s right,” I added. “Miller and I work together.” I nodded for emphasis. Miller was my equal in many ways but the concept of The Mouse Trap had been all mine. He came on board after all the drama with Lillian Varga, my former mentor.
“Well, I’ll let the organizers know there needs to be an additional airline ticket, resort room, and inclusive wristband,” Branson offered.
“Oh, Etty and I can share a room. We don’t mind.” Miller tugged me against him, and I turned to glare at him. I didn’t understand what he was playing at.
“I’ll see what I can do,” Branson said, his voice lowering in frustration. “So, Etty. Is that a nickname?”
“Yes,” Miller offered too easily. “Isn’t it cute like her?”
Branson looked from me to Miller. His head tilted in question. Miller called me Etty, and I often introduced myself as such in order to keep my anonymity. The name came from a drunken night of him pretending to be Romeo and over emphasizing the ending of my name—Julie-etty. There were no romantic intentions between Miller and me, though. He was safe for me which was originally a huge reason why we became friends.
“It’s short for Juliet,” Miller stated, and I cringed. There was something about the man before me that made me hesitate. I didn’t want him to know my real name. 
“Juliet Montmore?” he asked again, raising a teasing brow, and I said, “No,” as Miller said, “Yes.”
It was my turn to nudge Miller in the ribs and he released me, stepping over to his own standing desk near mine.
“I’m sorry. For our records, we’ll need confirmation of your legal name.” 
I sighed. “Fine. Juliet Montmore is my name. Juliet Monte is my doctoral name, but I don’t really use the degree. Etty is my nickname. It’s silly and not appropriate.” I eyed Miller. 
“Terrific,” Branson said a little too enthusiastically. “I’ll get all the particulars to our organizer.” He reached into his bag and handed me an envelope. Inside was a plane ticket and room reservation. “You’ll receive the itinerary and inclusive wristband when you arrive. Proper identification required, of course.” 
“Of course,” I said, smiling falsely. 
Branson excused himself after congratulating us and exited our small hole-in-the-wall, boutique office.
“What was that all about?” I snapped, turning on Miller the second the door closed.
“That man wanted to eat you alive. I had goosebumps just watching him salivate over you. A little competition thrown in and he wanted to devour you.”
“He did not,” I squeaked. “Besides, what makes you think you’d be competition compared to him?” I smiled with the tease and Miller’s hand came to his chest as if he was affronted. 
“Gasp,” he chuckled. “Her humor returns.”  His attention returned to his laptop.
“I don’t think we should accept this,” I said, stepping over to Miller’s desk. He looked up at the concern in my voice but his eyes opened wide.
“Are you crazy? You deserve a break after all you’ve been through. Plus, the donation is for a million dollars.”
My head shot back at the amount. We could use every penny of that money.
“Something feels off about this. Who hosts the event again?”
“Calliope Industry.” The clicking of Miller’s keyboard signaled his immediate internet search. “Newer corporation. Fortune 500 in its first year. Owner was voted one-to-watch in the past year.” Miller slid his laptop so I could see the image of the man behind the generosity. In a dark business suit with a chiseled face and a silver banded wrist watch, the image of a powerful man graced the screen. His green eyes intense. His jaw set. His glare on me. He was unrecognizable and yet every bit the same.
“No,” I whispered. Wrapped around his wrist, butted against the watch, was a green band made of leaves.
“He’s delicious.”
I couldn’t speak. 
“What a long-ass name, though. Terrence Jackson Corbin IV. Says his nickname is Tack. He looks like a prick, but Jesus that name makes him sound important.”
I swallowed hard at the thought. He was important. Once. To me.
 
 



4
 
Juliet
 
The instant I could get away from Miller, my mind replayed the night of the charity ball he begged me to crash with him. 
It couldn’t have been, could it? I remembered thinking.
Yet somehow, I knew the answer the moment the stranger touched me. His hand rested too comfortably on my hip. The way in which he moved me hinted at a familiarity my body seemed to recognize. No, wanted to recognize. He surprised me, there was no doubt about that. Sharp tuxedo, solid stature, perfect dark hair. I avoided his eyes too quickly, fearing he might know me, not trusting myself if it was who I longed it to be. Something made me give in instantly to his lead. Within seconds, I was barefoot on a beach, the stars over my head, and he was at my back. 
Tack. My imagination took me back to the island as the dancing stranger twirled me away from him, and then roped me to return to his chest. The way he dipped me, my heart raced beneath my skin, and the dark ballroom ceiling was a star-filled night. The heat developing between us was the warmth of a tropical breeze, and when his nose skimmed my neck, I almost begged him to kiss me. 
He was confident in his moves, and I was transported two years prior in my life. A man. An island. A lovely night. He touched me that night. Three orgasms in one evening. It was more pleasure than I’d ever received until the night he made love to me. He was gentle like he promised. He took care of me. I often questioned if he cared about me, but I had no doubts about that one night. The night of the hurricane.
What was I doing? I had thought when I realized the music had stopped. I noticed people staring, particularly the blonde in a dress that rivaled Jessica Rabbit. Her eyes narrowed on me despite her mask. The masquerade was a metaphor for heart disease—a masked killer of women—but I saw her eyes through the holes. She hated me and for no reason. Then I recalled how we must have looked. His nose in my neck. My body pressed to his. I tugged forward, and he released me. Then I imagined I heard his voice.
Mouse, whispered through my memory. The sound stopped me, and I realized my mind was playing tricks on me. It couldn’t be him. I’d been such a fool. My heart raced as I picked up the pace, dodging through the tables for the exit. I didn’t even bother to look for Miller. Like Cinderella escaping the ball, I fled.
 
+ +
 
I’d tried every excuse I could think of to get out of the charity trip. I did not want to go. Absolutely, unequivocally, indisputably, did not want to go anywhere near islands in the Caribbean. 
“Remind me again why we are heading to a tropical island near hurricane season?” I couldn’t let my panic show, but the last time I’d been near the Virgin Islands, there had been a hurricane.
“Champagne?” the flight attendant sweetly asked, distracting Miller from my question.
Miller nudged me as he answered, “We’d love some.”
 “I hate you,” I whispered as he eyed the serving attendant. 
“You’ve told me that about fifty times in the last month. But I love you, and this is for your own good and the good of our organization. So, shut up and drink some champagne.”
He was correct. In every sense. If we received the donation it would help our business, but seeing Terrence Jackson Corbin IV was the last thing I wanted to do. Tack, as he was known to me, would never understand, if he even cared any longer. Two years was a long time, but that sixty-nine days had seemed even longer. I sunk back in my first-class seat. Actually, sixty-nine days had not been long enough.
My heart pinched, as it often did when I thought of Tack. He’d been nothing to me when I first met him. He’d been part of my ruin. Eventually, he’d grown to be my everything. And then we were ripped apart. I trusted he would be safe. I believed he was rescued, as I had been, and later I learned that he had been retrieved. But all of that truth came to me after Lillian didn’t get what she wanted. 
I’d committed a crime, and Lillian Varga wanted to study a new process of retribution called restorative justice. Based on the Native American culture, which believed healing was a circular experience, I was sent to a remote island to reflect on my poor decision. The idea was to be reflective of what I’d done, in hopes I would come to terms with it and find the means to rectify the injustice. I had also been a victim first, so Lillian had changed things up a bit. She wanted to study a person who would be forced to interact with her perpetrator. I was her lab rat. A mouse.
While I hated her for using me, I had no understanding of Tack’s position in the process. Had he volunteered? Had he played a role? Had he used me again? Was it all a ploy to get what he initially wanted from me? What did he get out of the experience? For me, I’d fallen in love with one of my aggressors. It was a sad state of affairs and didn’t help my emotional recovery once I was back on the mainland. 
“Dinner will be served shortly.” The male attendant moved behind me, and Miller’s eyes followed. He not-so-subtly hummed in appreciation. I snapped my fingers.
“Focus,” I demanded. “What’s the plan?”
“The plan is we pretend we are married.”
“Never going to buy it,” I replied, hitching a thumb over my shoulder and indicating the flight attendant. 
“How about engaged?” 
“Too cliché,” I said, slumping back in my seat. 
“How about the truth?” Miller suggested, raising one brow.
“I can’t just walk up to him and say, ‘I’m sorry I didn’t come back for you. Hope you were okay.’”
“He’s obviously doing just fine for himself,” Miller snarked, and I recalled the article I read. He started a new company shortly after returning from the island. Something in environmental studies and clean water distribution. He’d grown from something small to mega-sized in the first year of his business and he was named the one-to-watch for his ruthless corporate mindset. He understood international politics and seemed to have mastered the art of getting around them. He’d also been named Bachelor of the Year, keeping the secrecy of the blonde woman often seen on his arm by referring to her only as a family friend. 
My head lunged backward to knock on the headrest. I was a fool, I told myself for the millionth time in as many days. A man like him would never be interested in a girl like me outside the island. I’d actually said that to him once.
“It’s because I’m the only girl on the island.” He’d been attracted to me because I was the only female in sight.
“It’s too dark without you. And you’re too far away when you go.” The words whispered in my head. He could be so sweet, charming even, and I missed him. My brows pinched, and I closed my eyes, wishing to drown out thoughts of him. His mouth on mine. His hands on me. Him deep inside me. My eyes flicked open, willing the memories away. It wasn’t meant to happen how it did. It wasn’t going to happen again. He’d moved on, in every way. 
Things came easy to him, he’d told me, and the long write-up about his recent history proved they had once again. He’d returned to his world as if nothing happened. He’d claimed he’d taken a sabbatical, a route to discover what he wanted from his life. He’d traveled, he’d told the journalist. He’d become one with nature, he teased, and it inspired him to consider a new course of action for his industry. There was no mention of what caused him to be on his sabbatical, as he called it. He’d gotten away with everything.
In many ways, I was proud of what he had gone on to accomplish. The idea of him building rather than destroying was an improvement, but I had no idea if building involved destroying first. On the other hand, I despised him again. When I returned to my tiny corner of the world, I discovered Lillian’s corrupt plan, and my world fell apart again. I had nothing other than what I returned with from the island—a few clothes, some field notes, an aching heart, and a book. A prized possession. Absentmindedly, I reached down for my satchel bag under the seat before me and fingered the outside pocket. The outline of a rectangular object proved the item was safe. I sat back in momentary relief.
I had the next nine hours and twenty-four minutes to worry about everything else.
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Tack
 
“Where is she?” I barked, pacing the length of my office on the third floor of my resort, swiping my hand through my hair one more time. I was on my second bourbon. It had been a month since Branson confirmed it was her and came up with his plan. I still didn’t understand why I couldn’t just go to her home and sweep her away with me. 
“She’s coming with someone. A friend.” I understood the euphemism for friend. I’d been using it for a year with Abby. The thought of Juliet with another man made me sick. The instant Branson told me, I wanted to pummel something. No, someone. She couldn’t have moved on. 
“And you think he’s just a friend?” I asked for the hundredth time, but hating that word each time I used it in reference to him—whoever he was.
“I’m positive,” Branson raised an eyebrow. “She said he’s her business partner, and he’s listed on the tax forms they filed to create their non-profit. They seemed cozy when I met them, but a bit odd for a couple. Reuniting with her this way is the better solution. You can feel out the situation and decide how you wish to proceed.”
“How I wish to proceed?” I snapped again. “I want her in my bed, that’s how I wish to proceed. I want her with me, where she belongs. I don’t know where she’s been, or what she’s been through.” I paused and then added, “I need her.”
It’s the most I’d admitted in a long time, as my emotions ran high. The anticipation of seeing her again reminded me of the island. Each time she left me when we first met on the island, the loss felt greater. When we reached a common ground, and spent more time together than separate, I’d obtained a level of comfort I’d never had before. I’d found love and didn’t recognize its overwhelming capacity until she was gone. Even after the fact, Colton had insisted she was a figment of my imagination. At first, I believed him. She didn’t seem real. She didn’t seem possible. But as time passed, I knew better. She was real to me. Very real.
I’ll find you were her parting words. Where have you been? I thought, calling out to her.
As she seemed to disappear, I’d thrown myself into my new business the moment I returned to the mainland. I’d missed the second hurricane and had no idea if she’d fared the same. Then I didn’t care. She’d left me behind, I argued. She must not have meant all the things she said.
I love you. You have tamed me. I am a part of you and you are a part of me.
A memory flashed of her lying next to me in a tree house. Her voice as she read her part of The Little Prince. She was the fox after all, sly and cunning, as she had escaped me. A true vixen. 
I sighed, staring out the window of the executive suite. Resorts were no taller than three or four stories on the island. This one had the best view of the ocean, and I intentionally had my office stationed here. Turquoise-colored water calmed my racing heart. This was my second home. It was as close as I could get to the original island.
Bring her back to me, I thought, calling out across that sea, whispering to the isolated island somewhere out along the horizon.
Bring my Mouse home.
 



6
The Island hears you calling
 
Terrence Jackson Corbin IV had an easy life. He returned to the mainland and forgot all he learned on the island. Barking orders, he started from scratch, with a big pile of support from his father. Terror Corbin, Terrence Jackson Corbin III, knew how to get things done. Despite his original decree that his son needed to learn a lesson—never get caught—the plan seemed to work. His son did learn and came back a different man in many ways. More determined. More ruthless. More focused. Terror gladly supported his son’s new venture. 
However, his father failed to see that Tack, as he’d taken the new name permanently, was more than different. He was changed at heart. He learned the value of asking. A woman gave him permission. And he earned love in return. Love requited—received in payment for healing and forgiveness. Unfortunately, Tack no longer asked. He’d returned to himself, although he knew right from wrong. He took once again, but with better cause. He wanted to help others, although he could no longer remember what changed him to act in such a manner.
But that night, as he lay in bed, he recalled the memory of her. Had he imagined her? he pondered. Had she been a dream? He refused to believe she was imaginary. When he closed his eyes, he felt her next to him, her cheek pressed to his arm, her back warm against his front. He could taste her lips, remembering how she nipped and sucked at his, her tongue lingering with his. He could feel the heat of her wrapped over him.
As it had on so many nights, his palm increased the friction, rubbing the rock-solid length at the base of his abs. A dribble of sticky moisture seeped from its head and he used it to lubricate himself. In his mind, it was her that he slid through. Her body rocked over his, drawing him into her. He felt the familiar tingle spread up his thighs and across his lower back. His hips bucked as he worked over himself, imagining she was ready to be filled by him. Her sighs whispered in his ear.
I love you, she said, and he released, falling back on the bed in anguish and relief. 
Where are you? he called out as the memory of her drifted into the darkness of the bedroom around him. He was no longer in a heated tent. The waves did not roar feet outside his dwelling. She would not wake next to him.
You make me wild, he whispered. A new kind of wild, where he worried and he panicked and he sensed her loss. 
 
+ +
 
Juliet Montmore had nothing, but then again, she had everything. She returned to the mainland to a betrayal so deep, so piercing, it seemed worse than any circumstance, minus one. She took her notes and her heart and she disappeared, scampering off the grid and into the mountains. Here she met her first friend, and together they developed a plan to do good for others. Juliet was pleased, but she wasn’t satisfied.
She’d never understood the concept of pieces missing from a person. She’d been alone so much of her life, she decided the only piece necessary was one—herself. Curved and edged, she used the cutouts of her life, the negative experiences, to protect herself, until one night they hadn’t. Then she met him. She discovered his sharp corners and jagged edges fit with hers, or so she thought.
In her head, she knew the truth. It had been an experiment. In her heart, she felt doubt. 
But when she closed her eyes, she sensed the solid wooden roof over her head. The breeze rustling the leaves, and the warm breath of him against her neck. She felt the thumping of her heart and the heat of his hand over it. She’d moved his hand, holding power over him, to please her. Pretending his fingers dragged through the valley of her breasts, cupping one and peaking the nipple of the other, she moaned in her bed. She’d flip to her back and let her knees fall open, recalling the first time he truly entered her. Slick and fast, he slipped in to the hilt, and she’d never felt more complete. Two parts of a puzzle joined as one. 
Her fingers played his role, stroking and spreading, and she heard his voice in her head.
Let me in, he’d asked, and she had. Body, mind and heart, he filled her until he was gone.
I love you, she whispered in the dark night as she coated her fingers and called out his name.
She remembered watching him as she walked away, memorizing the color of his eyes, the cut of his chin, and the curl of his smile. How she longed for his lips, but he faded in the darkness, swallowed up by thick foliage in her mind and leaving her to wander, incomplete, missing him. 
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Juliet
 
I fell to the bed, bouncing back from the firmness of the mattress. My eyes closed instantly as I was enveloped in the soft comfort of a thick duvet and a gentle island breeze coming through the balcony door. The bed was a large, four-posted creation with thick layers of sheer netting acting as a canopy overhead and tied off at the four posts.
“One hour. Then pool time,” Miller snapped, smacking my ass and heading to his adjoining room. We’d been on the earliest flight possible—6:00 a.m.—and eleven hours later, we finally arrived. I rolled to my side and stared out the window at the still-bright evening sunlight. The mountainous landscape flooded my memory. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply, and the richness of tropical, floral fragrance overfilled my olfactory nerves. My lids flipped open again. My mouth watered for fresh fruit. Every sense was going to remind me of another island. 
And everything else was going to remind me of him.
My knees curled up to my chest, and I rubbed at the familiar ache over my left breast. I didn’t think I had the strength to see him. 
An hour later, I did.
Dressed in my new yellow bikini, I sat on a sunbathing lounger next to Miller, sipping my second rum punch. The pool was filled with lingering children and a scattering of adults. Miller and I had been giggling about swim attire, and the inappropriateness of some on particular body types. Miller didn’t care what size you were, and I was always one to promote that women should own their body, but we both agreed clothing should flatter. The older woman with the red-crotchet string bikini and thong didn’t work for us. 
I’d heard a splash in the pool, that of an expert diver cutting through the surface of the water. The echo of the diving board still rang in the air. Collectively, I sensed every woman around me slowly holding their breaths. Even Miller perked up, looking around in wonder. And that’s when I saw him.
He broke the surface yards away from where he had entered and rose from the water like the god of the ocean. He was waist-deep, and the rivers of water teeming off his body gave the impression of a waterfall cascading over stone. The woman to my left dropped her drink. The woman to my far right gasped. I hadn’t pulled my eyes from him. Two long, muscular arms rose from the pool and all-too-familiar hands swiped over his head. One pushed back his hair, the other combed through it. That’s when I noticed the tattoo at his side. Etched under his arm to the left of his heart were two script lines, impossible to read at this distance.
He’d begun to slowly walk in the general direction where I sat, and my heart raced in my throat. I wore a sunhat, and I reached up to pull the brim down, and then slunk down in my seat. I didn’t take my eyes from him, but I didn’t want him to see me. I tipped my head to the left, but my eyes couldn’t pull away from the masculine display. He pressed up on the edge of the pool and those long arms extended to lift his body, exposing European swim trunks in jet black. More rivers streamed down the bulk of his thighs, and I swallowed. Despite two rum punches and a bottle of water, I was thirsty, so very thirsty. I had to pull my knees together, the pulse at my core so intense I worried those around me could hear the beat. 
He paused at the edge of the pool, adjusting the waist of his shorts before tugging down at the hem, and then a woman approached with a towel. She was tall and thin and blonde, and I recognized her instantly. The family friend. The one with the angry eyes. She giggled as she swatted at his chest. He gripped her wrist, tugging her forward and held her hand pressed to his skin.
“I can’t look,” I whimpered aloud, turning my head even further and pulling the brim down to shield my eyes.
“Etty,” Miller sighed beside me, but I refused to watch. I couldn’t bear it if he kissed her. Every move he’d just made was so similar to the way he’d been with me. If he touched her jaw the way he had cupped mine, and pulled her in for a kiss, that would be the end of me. 
“Etty, did you see him?” Miller exhaled as he spoke in a hushed tone.
“I saw.” I remained turned away, and Miller rolled his head to face me.
“What’s wrong?” Miller sat upright and swung his legs over the lounger.
“I’m going to go back to the room. I’m tired.”
Miller looked back in the direction of Tack and the woman and then faced me again.
“That’s him. That’s Tack Corbin, isn’t it?” Miller confirmed what I already knew.
It was him, and he hadn’t noticed me.
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Tack
 
“Abby, I told you I’m not playing this here,” I snapped, gripping her wrist and pulling her to me. I was pissed. Juliet was here, and she hadn’t come to see me. She’d checked in, and I’d been told she went down to the pool, but I didn’t see her. Three bourbons and my head was spinning. I decided I needed a dip to cool off. Abby followed me. Just like she followed me to St. Croix.
The Goodwins were lifelong family friends. As blue blood as the Corbins, our families settled Virginia centuries ago. Abby liked to think we were destined for one another, betrothed in the cradle and all that historical crap. I knew better. While we’d been playmates as children, forced together by our parents and the same social circle, Abby and I were nothing alike. She was a socialite. She wanted a large ring, a big wedding, and an expense account for doing nothing. That made her no good, in my book. Fucking her was out of the question. But it didn’t prevent her from being a decoration on my arm when my investors insisted I bring a date to entertain their wives. It also sent her the wrong message.
“Friends,” I reminded her almost every single time I called on her services to escort me.
“Friends,” she agreed, but her eyes told me otherwise. It’s one of the reasons I did not invite her on this trip. It’s one of the reasons she followed me.
“You might need a friend,” she had said when she arrived unannounced and checked into a room near mine. She’d been here almost a week, and twice she’d tried to convince me to take her to bed—no strings attached. It’s as if she sensed the only person I wanted tied to me was going to be at the resort. Only that person was avoiding me.
Abby’s nails dug into my skin, and she stepped closer to me. 
“Damn it, Abby. Don’t play like this.”
“Who is she?” Abby asked, as I searched over her shoulders and around the edge of the pool deck, concerned Juliet might actually be a witness to Abby’s flirting. 
“Who?” I snapped my attention back to her brown eyes. 
“The girl you’re looking for. Who is she? Who do you want? I can be her for you.”
Aw, Abby, I thought. You could never be my Mouse.
“It doesn’t work like that,” I said, releasing her wrist and taking the offered towel.
“It can.” I looked away as I dried myself off, rubbing the towel down my chest and along my arms.
“They’re going to have to hose off this pool deck when you’re finished,” she teased.
“Why?” I scoffed.
“Because every woman just creamed herself watching you exit that pool and then rub your body with that towel.”
“Don’t be crass, Abby,” I bit, as her eyes raked my body. Her comment was something I’d definitely say, but directed at me, knowing Juliet could be one of the women present, made me uneasy. I scanned the pool deck again, noting someone opening the iron security gate and exiting the area. She wore a large brimmed sun hat, despite the evening hour, and a conservative yellow bikini with a mini-scrap of material tied at her waist. I’d recognize that walk anywhere, as I’d followed her through jungle trails and steep climbs visualizing that body beneath mine. 
“Shit,” I murmured, wrapping the towel around my waist and brushing past Abby. I briskly dodged around the haphazard lounge chairs, making my way to the pool gate.
“Mouse!” I called out when a tap came on my shoulder.
“The Mouse Trap, actually.” A man with overly styled hair, deep set eyes and a smile of puffy lips stood behind me. He was a head shorter than me, and his extended hand hinted he’d said something to me.
“I’m sorry, I don’t—“
“Miller James. With The Mouse Trap, one of the not-for-profit organizations selected for your Humanity competition.” He paused, looking in the direction of Juliet. “And might I add, you do.” His eyes returned to me, roamed my body, and then he spoke again. “Yes, you do.”
“Pardon me?” I asked, still not introducing myself.
“Miller,” he repeated. “I’m her partner.” And his head nodded in the direction of a disappearing Juliet.
 
+ +
 
“What the fuck?” I barked, pacing my office the following evening. Dinner was in an hour. She’d been here a full day, and I hadn’t run into her again. The feeling was all too familiar to the times she’d disappear on the island. Those were the moments I believed I’d dreamed her. I thought I’d made her up for my own nefarious reasons. She always came back to me, though, until the one time she promised she’d find me and didn’t.
Branson sat on the couch, arm extended along the back. “Look, you need to calm down. She’s here. You know it’s her.”
“Then why do I have so many doubts? She hasn’t come to me, and now I’m concerned I’ve made another mistake.” Maybe she really didn’t want to ever see me again. Maybe the girl on the island had been a figment of my imagination, a dream girl. No, dammit. It was her, I was positive; she was still the same no matter where we were, and her partner, as he introduced himself, seemed to know who I was in relation to her.
“You need to settle down. And stop drinking. You aren’t going to get answers if you’re wasted.” I downed the rest of the burning liquid in the crystal tumbler, slamming it on the sideboard when I was finished. I sat with a heavy thump in the chair opposite him.
“Why is she doing this?” Both my hands slipped into my hair. I was too warm. My heart raced. I just wanted to hold her. 
“Did you ever read her dissertation?” Branson asked. 
“No. I was there,” I snarked, but then my eyes narrowed. “Why?”
“I think you might have some answers if you had.” Branson leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. I slumped back in the leather chair, my hands cupping the edge of the arms, preparing myself for something.
“Paraphrase,” I demanded, assuming Branson had read her study.
“It was a social experiment. Take a convicted criminal, place him on an island. Through self-reflection, and visualization, the convict finds healing, forgiveness, and restoration.”
“That sounds a little hippy-dippy, but I suppose it isn’t too far off.”
“In her report, she imagined you.”
“What?” I shouted, sitting forward again.
“The report claims she saw a man on the island, but she eventually writes it off, decides that the experience wasn’t real. He was part of her imagination. The process was a vision quest. Another study, one produced by a Lillian Varga, refutes Juliet’s. It states, in short, that Juliet was part of a social experiment where two convicts were placed on the same island for retributive purposes. The intention was to study how they fared together, as the victim faced her attacker, when said perpetrator was equally aggrieved with what he had done.”
“Jesus Christ,” I said, sitting back in my seat again. With another hand swipe through my hair, I was certain it all stood on end. Lillian had been her academic advisor and mentor in the restorative program. Had Juliet not understood her own part in the experiment? Or had she played me? “Did Juliet know I would be there? Does it state she knew I was there, a pawn in their research?”
“It doesn’t in Juliet’s. Her report says she visualized you—although she doesn’t name you specifically—allowing herself to take control of her own life in response to what you’d done. She claims she found restoration through manipulating your interactions.”
“Manipulating—” Branson raised a hand to stop me.
“Lillian refutes Juliet’s claim, saying you were both intentionally placed on the island, together, and that Juliet experienced you in a manner opposing her own report.”
“Meaning?”
“What Juliet says she visualized, actually happened in person.”
“Manipulating me. In person,” I barked.
Branson looked up at me with narrowed eyes. “Let me ask you something. You say what you experienced with each other was intense—“
“It was. It was real. It was—” Branson stopped me with a look.
“Let me rephrase. You’re Tack Corbin. Do you honestly think you could be played by that girl? The same girl who you took advantage of first.”
My mouth popped open to speak, intending to refute him, but Branson’s eyes narrowed, warning me not to argue the point.
“Do you think she could turn around and take advantage of you?”
I’d love someone to care for me. About me. Her words whispered through my memory. She didn’t seem like she had the capability to be heartless. I didn’t want to believe she could, but too many times over the course of the past two years, I didn’t know what to believe.
 
+ +
 
As she entered the private dining room, my breath hitched. The air around her was different. Confident. Radiant. The white halter dress she wore accentuated her breasts, narrowing at her waist and flowing softly over her hips. Her hair hung long and loose, a touch lighter from the bark-brown color of years ago, but the curve of her neck held my focus. I hadn’t nibbled her there often enough. The sight of her skin reminded me how she smelled. Tropical. She redefined passion fruit in my mind, because I was tempted by her, and I wanted another bite.
She hadn’t looked at me yet, but I watched her. I stood my ground, waiting for her to cross to me. She smiled politely as she greeted each person in the room. She hesitated, standoffishly shaking hands with Grover and Mitzi Huffington, an older couple dressed in island fare, from Cap It Off. Their organization focused on knitting, a skill easily taught to women in deprived areas, selling their wares for educational material and teaching women sex education. Juliet’s Mouse Trap was closely related to their group, and I hoped by inviting them she might have the opportunity to discuss strategies and feminine societal reforms within repressed cultures. 
Next were Tom Cross and Mike Alberts, both tattooed and rugged-looking, from RainbowFair. Their organization worked on continuing HIV education, finding experimental drugs and implementing distribution. I liked their group, but they weren’t who I was looking to sponsor. Tom and Mike were smart businessmen, as well as geographically knowledgeable, and I hoped they could help Juliet find additional resources and gain political understanding of segregated groups. When she reached the dark-haired, Native American-looking man near the windows, I had to step forward.
She twisted in my direction, her head tilting over her shoulder. I’d kissed that exposed shoulder blade the last time I took her, bent over a large tree trunk, slamming into warm heat to fill her. My dick was solid from the memory. I’d been struggling since the moment she entered the room. If I’d only known then that was the last time I’d feel her, have her, I’d never have let her leave my sight. Her eyes raked over my suit-clad body before flipping up to mine. Without thought, my knuckles traced down the length of her sun-kissed arm. 
“Colton Edwin, may I present to you Juliet Montmore?” 
I looked up to Colton for his reaction, ignoring Juliet’s stare. He and I had come to an agreement of friendship when I learned our family’s history with each other.
“The Juliet,” I enunciated. Colton’s dark brows rose in surprise.
See asshole, I wanted to say, she is real.
“Such a pleasure to meet you,” the stunned Colton shook her hand, holding on a bit too long for my comfort. He was doing it on purpose, sensing my displeasure. I eventually reached out and pressed at his arm to release her.
“I’m sorry. I seem to be at a disadvantage. Do I know you?” she addressed Colton. I spoke for him.
“Colton Edwin was on my restoration team,” I offered. We hadn’t even said hello yet, and this was the first address I’d given her. This wasn’t going how I’d envisioned. 
She finally looked directly at me, those violet eyes piercing me to my soul and making my palms sweat.
“Don’t you mean your sabbatical team?” There was a nip to her question—an insinuation. Her remark prompted me to introduce myself, as if we’d never met. In some ways, I wasn’t certain I recognized the woman before me.
“Terrence Jackson Corbin the fourth,” I offered, extending a hand to shake hers. “But you can call me Tack.” The k-sound snapped as I returned her glare and winked.
“That’s because he can be a prick,” Colton hissed under his breath, but smiled at Juliet.
“Juliet Monte. I no longer go by Montmore. That name doesn’t exist for me.” The edge in her voice took on new meaning, and we stared at one another, our hands still holding tight, but the distance between us was longer than the miles between the islands and the mainland.
Dinner was called to service and I sat at the head of the table. Juliet was escorted to sit to my right, and I made certain her friend Miller was at the opposite end of the table near Abby. As the salad was served, introductions returned anew, each organization sharing tales of their adventures in not-for-profit work. 
“So,” Miller spoke up from his end of the table. “Have you met my beautiful Juliet before? You seem familiar with one another.” I cringed at him calling her his. She was mine.
“We haven’t met before,” Juliet spoke up immediately. “I’ve never met Terrence Jackson Corbin the fourth.” I noticed her clutching her butter knife, holding it upward as her wrist braced against the table. She slowly reached up and scratched at her neck, eying Miller with a death glare.
“I see you still aren’t afraid to wield a knife.” I murmured in a voice low enough for only her to hear. Her head whipped to face me, her eyes flaming. I’d seen that look before—the same night she pulled a knife on me. Ignoring me, she turned back to her plate. A strange tension surrounded us and I didn’t like it. This wasn’t the reunion I wanted.
“Mouse Trap, right?” Tom Cross asked. “That’s an unusual name for a jewelry company.” Juliet seemed to be waiting for her partner to speak, who appeared a bit star-struck with the bearded business man across the table from him. She finally answered herself.
“Well, it is a bit unconventional sounding, but it has personal meaning. It’s based on the fact that many women are trapped in a situation they can’t get out of or don’t seem to know other options exist out there for them. Our hope is that jewelry design and sales will give them some income and the ability to discover avenues outside their difficult situations.”
I’d already extensively researched her organization. Her website explained the details of her personal struggle being a woman without much means. She found education to be her avenue toward success. When a difficult situation propelled her off course, she had limited choices without money. She felt trapped. A thought struck me, and the long list of questions I wanted to ask her grew. 
When dinner arrived, I put up my hand to her plate before it was set on the table.
“She doesn’t like rice. Take it back and remove it from the plate.” The table fell silent at my demand, and I looked up to find several eyes staring at me, one set of which was Juliet. Her brows pinched and her eyes softened.
“You remember...” Her voice drifted off in question.
“Everything,” I whispered. Her eyes shifted away from me again. Each time she looked away, I felt the loss and my irritation grew.
Dinner conversation resumed as plates were passed, but my concentration was scattered. She seemed so distant from me, even sitting a foot away. I wanted to clear the table of dishes and feast between her thighs despite the other guests, reminding her who I was to her. I wanted to do anything that would break this cold war happening between us. 
“You own this resort,” Gordon stated, stuffing green beans in his mouth. Somehow the discussion had shifted to me. “Redemption Resort seems a bit ominous for a vacation spot.”
I sat back in my seat, tapping a finger over my lips as I looked at him, eying his greased-back, gray hair.
“I sought redemption once. I ran out of time to prove myself, so this resort became the first of many promises to rebuild things.” I paused. The weight of Juliet’s stare pressed on me, but I didn’t look at her. “I repaired many of the buildings on this very island after the last hurricane.”
“Calliope? I remember that one. Two years ago, correct?” Gordon added. He glanced at me by lifting his head to look through his glasses.
“The very one,” I smugly answered, proud of my accomplishments. Three resorts repaired. This one built. The village market restored. 
“Calliope Industries? You named your company after a hurricane?” Juliet’s softened tone startled me. Her eyes were caught briefly by mine before she shifted them down to her plate, where her fork pushed around her food.
“Yes.”
“Why?” Her head shot up to look directly at me.
“Because the night of that hurricane changed everything for me.” The tension between us grew heavier, pressing down like the wind and the rain we raced to escape that night. The night the two of us sought refuge in a cave, and she made love to me. 
I love you, rang through my head, only her current voice didn’t match the desperate tone of that night.
Gordon guffawed. “I’ve heard of your adventures during that hurricane season. Camping on the beach. Hiding in a cave. Traipsing the jungle.” 
“Something like that,” I replied, knowing the rumors of my months in hiding made it sound like an adventure instead of banishment. My lips curled slowly as I nodded. In many ways, it had been an adventure, one I wish I could get back. My finger traced my lips as I glanced over at Juliet. Her eyes caught sight of something at my wrist. Without removing my eyes from her, I slipped the green band tucked against my watch upward. Her eyes widened before her brows pinched. She returned to pushing her food around on her plate. The chasm between us deepened.
“Do you not like your dinner?” I asked, harsher than I intended, leaning forward. Why the fuck wasn’t she eating? She looked too thin.
Liquid-filled eyes met mine.
“I think I might have had too much sun and heat today. I find I’m suddenly not feeling well.” She swiped at her cheek, holding her hand against her pinked skin for emphasis. “If you’ll please excuse me.”
She stood abruptly, and I stood as well.
“Mouse,” I whispered, but she’d already turned away from me. She swiped at her cheek a second time. Holding up a hand to prevent Miller from following her, she exited the private dining room.
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Juliet
 
I returned to my room. It was a luxurious space and guilt riddled me over the king-sized bed with eight pillows. The canopy rippled overhead. The curtains billowed around the open balcony door. I refused to close off the tropical fragrance or the mild heat. Too many months were spent in cooler temperatures in Maryland to pass on this warmth. 
I’d curled onto my bed and let the tears silently fall, tears I hadn’t shed in years for him, over him. My heart begged to be ripped from my chest. It ached for him in a way that made me breathless, and yet, nothing had gone smoothly, just as I had predicted. Damn Miller. We needed the money, but did we need it this badly? My face rolled into the pillow, smothering my tears, as I struggled with the memories. Tack’s hands on my body. His voice in my head. All of it seemed wrong compared to the man who sat to my left at that fancy dinner table. That man was nothing like the man I remembered. His smug smirk. His winking eye. His blatant lies.
Had the island only been an adventure to him? Camping? Hiking? Was it a luxurious vacation to him after all? 
I drifted to sleep with these thoughts.
Later I woke with the sensation I was being watched. 
“Tack,” I whispered, knowing he could be in my head, but silently desiring him to be real. He stood at the foot of my bed, surrounded in darkness, illuminated by the soft glow of the moon, his clothes from the evening still intact. His hands buried in his pockets. When he knelt on the bed and crawled over me, I knew I wasn’t dreaming.
“Was I part of the experiment?” he hissed. “Was I just a pawn in your project?”
My hand came forward. I don’t know if I prepared to slap him or cup his cheek, but he stopped me either way. Suddenly, both my wrists were pinned on either side of my head. His body hovered over mine.
“No,” I choked. “No, definitely not,” I added louder, rolling my head on the pillow. “I knew nothing about it.”
“What happened?” he snapped.
“Lillian. She lied to me. Used me.” We stared at one another, pleading eyes to glaring ones.
“Did you feel trapped with me? Is that why you took the name Mouse Trap?” He stared down at me, his eyes unfamiliar with their cold glare. 
“No,” I snapped. The tension rolling off of him angered me. “What about you? Were you part of the game? The perpetrator there to taunt the victim? Did you play me so I’d fall—“
“Don’t,” he barked, breathing close to my lips. “Don’t you dare say what you’re thinking.”
Both our chests heaved, our breaths coming rapidly. He’d squeezed my wrists, forcing them against the bed as he spoke. I gasped, a memory flashing, and he slightly loosened his hold.
“I just thought, since it was all an adventure for you, a giant glamping trip…” The harshness to my voice faltered as his eyes opened wider, the green darkening in a way I didn’t remember. A flash of who he had been the first time I lay under him, the night he almost raped me, came to mind.
“How could you say that?” He growled, the sound guttural and low. I would say what I wanted. His anger infused me with the power to speak my mind.
“I have a lot to say. I—” His mouth came closer to mine, cutting off my speech. I feared he would kiss me. If his lips touched mine, I didn’t trust myself. I hated him and desired him in perfectly matched intensity. Instead, he paused, his breath caressing my lips. His hands slid forward from my wrists, finding my palms, and his fingers slipped through mine. I clasped his hands in return. 
“I have a lot to say,” he whispered. “But I don’t want to talk.”
The tropical breeze in the room seemed to heat up to a hundred degrees. His body pressed partially down on mine. The length of him resting just above the achy spot between my thighs. His upper body was still elevated. His strength amazed me.
“We both know I could take what I want from you,” he warned, his voice sharpening. 
We’re going to play this my way. The eeriness of that memory crawled through my mind.
“But we both know you want my permission.” I don’t know where the strength in me came from, but I spoke back to him with the same determination, same frustration. I trusted he’d never try to take me against my will. At least, I wanted to believe he’d never go there again with me.
“I ask for nothing,” he mocked, the coldness of his tone sending a shiver down my spine, but I wasn’t frightened. I was emboldened.
“You will from me.”
To prove me wrong, his mouth descended on mine—brash, harsh, punishing. As quickly as he captured my lips, he pulled back. The pressure might have left a bruise. I didn’t recognize him like this. Even that night, that fateful night, he’d asked.
Just one, he pleaded. He’d never kissed me like this.
“Tell me how many men have you been with since me?” he commanded.
“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”
“You’re my business. Tell me.” He pressed at my hands for emphasis, lowering the weight of his body to rest on mine. I bucked up, searching for friction. My legs desperately wanted to wrap around him and draw him to me. I wanted to prove I had power over him.
“None,” I hissed. “There’s been no one but you.” My hips thrust forward, but he stilled. He might have even held his breath. The moment gave me a thought.
“What about Miller?” he harshly whispered before I could speak.
“He’s my best friend,” I replied, almost disgusted at the thought. “How many have you been with?” I demanded, my tone softening with fear. I’d seen the blonde. I recognized her from the articles about him.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said, allowing his lower body to relax over mine. One hand released mine and cupped my jaw. He’d kiss me next. This was his move.
“It matters to me,” I said, struggling under his fingers. 
“A few. No one important. No one like—“
“Get off me,” I hissed. My head struggled to roll away from his grasp. He tightened his hold, nearly pinching me. “Get the fuck off of me.” I could have screamed, but I didn’t want to wake Miller in the next room.
“Mouse?” His hand released my face and flattened on the bed next to my head. “Where are you?” he whispered, his tone softening to one I recognized. He stared at me, as if he didn’t see me before him. 
I’m still me, I wanted to yell. 
Where are you? I wanted to reply, but it was evident, he’d forgotten. He’d forgotten everything.
 
+ +
“Wakey, wakey, cuppie cakey.” Miller’s voice startled me, and I rolled to my back, my head rotating to face the opposite pillow. Tack was gone. 
Last night, he had rolled off of me and laid on his back, staring up at the ceiling. I twisted to my side, facing away from him. I thought he’d leave when I presented my back to him. We weren’t the same two people we’d been on the island. He even looked different. His hair was styled. His face shaven. I found no trace of the man I knew. But at some point, he turned into me, his chest pressed against my back. His arm looped over my waist. 
“Let me back in,” he whispered to the nape of my neck. Hesitantly, I reached for him, stroking from his elbow to his wrist to raise his arm against my chest. His fingers fisted with mine until I placed our joined hands over my heart. For the first time in a long time, the pieces came back together, and I realized even more how much I missed him. 
And just like when we were on the island, his disappearance made me question if he had been there at all.
“Looks like we had a visitor? Did someone get lucky last night?”
My head spun to Miller. His brows wiggled as his eyes suggestively shifted to the dip in the pillow next to mine.
“No one got lucky last night,” I snorted, combing through my long hair.
“Well, you didn’t, at least.” He winked.
“Who?” I giggled.
“My secret,” he said. “Now get out of that bed.”
“You give new meaning to the term manwhore,” I said, falling back against the pillows with a false laugh. “I can’t do it. I can’t face him today.”
The mattress dipped as Miller sat next to me.
“Etty, you can’t keep hiding from him. You said you loved him once. Based on the way he looked at you last night, I’d say he still feels the same way about you now.”
I stared at Miller. Look who was imagining things now, I thought.
“Just say I have a headache. I promise this morning will be the only time. I’ll participate fully in every other activity.” I could not face Tack yet, my emotions in too much turmoil.
“Just this one time.” Miller scowled but the look didn’t work for him. He couldn’t pull off tough. He leaned forward and kissed my forehead.
Each organization was scheduled to pitch to Tack and his team with excursions to the local market later in the day. I decided to see the market while the pitches were happening. I was familiar enough with island markets as Miller and I visited some when we started our organization. We saw what sold. We saw what didn’t, and we decided what products to make from there. Our most popular item was still the leaf-material bracelet. Tack had some variation of that bracelet on his wrist, but it wasn’t mine—the original one he promised to never take off. I couldn’t imagine it lasted. Two years was a long time, and as he’d told me, there had been others. 
Miller was better at pitches, anyway. Donation solicitation was his expertise. He understood the business end and our financial needs better than me. He could sell snow to an Eskimo and have him pay double for it. My comfort level rested in the creative aspect, as the idea person, and I wandered aimlessly through the market stalls, handling jewelry for texture and material. I admired other wares, like reed baskets and woven trunks, but for now we wanted to stick to the personal accessories. The Mouse Trap items were intended to accessorize with natural materials of grass, leaves and stone, instead of precious metals like gold and silver. 
As I wandered, so did my thoughts to Tack’s aggressive behavior the night before. It was so unlike him, and yet, I didn’t know him anymore. In fact, I’d known him for less than three months. Maybe who he was on the island was false. Maybe those kisses hadn’t been real. Maybe our time together had been faked. My heart ached with the thought.
I decided to walk up the sloping hill to our resort and stared at the water in the distance as I climbed. I didn’t want to believe that Tack played another man on our island, but I didn’t know true from false. I’d thought Lillian was my friend, my mentor, my advisor—and all I’d been to her was a lab rat. When I didn’t give her what she wanted, when I refused to admit the truth of Tack’s existence and our relationship, she no longer supported me. Her damning article of my dissertation nearly destroyed me, but I no longer cared about the degree. I wanted to help other women earn money and find the means to be better educated. I didn’t want others to end up like me. I’d worked hard, but it hadn’t been easy. I could have used a helping hand along the way. I thought Lillian was that for me. The only fortunate event from her experiment was the fifty thousand dollars awarded me for lost income. I’d known nothing about a monetary reward, but I took the money and invested in my company. The restoration council enforced the remainder of the year-long sentence through probation. I didn’t miss a meeting. 
I didn’t understand how Tack couldn’t see that I would never have betrayed him. I didn’t want to give out his name or reveal his presence on the island with me. In many ways, it was because I held that time sacred. While I hadn’t committed perjury in my dissertation, I hadn’t been one hundred percent honest. Seeing him had been a vision quest. He molded to what I needed, and I learned from him. I found strength through him, and I thought I found love. I earned forgiveness and gave it. I wanted to hate him, but I couldn’t. I loved him. I couldn’t change those feelings.
When I returned to my room, I quickly changed into a bathing suit and went down to the beach. I didn’t want to be around the resort, wondering where Tack was, trying to avoid him. It was easier to go down to the water, but sitting near the clear sea, staring out at that turquoise blue color, brought a wave of memory. The images crashed and collided as I sat on my towel, sifting the sand through my hand as if I could dig to another land. I wanted to excavate my way back to a different time. 
Miller texted me and said the pitch went well. Tack hadn’t asked about me.
I didn’t ask if he did, I replied.
But you wanted to know, he typed.
I fell back on my towel. I didn’t want to think of Tack but he consumed me, just like he did on the island. Restless, I sat up again and stared out at the sea. I noticed people parting the way several feet out, and I sat forward, expecting someone to yell shark, which wasn’t common in the bays around the islands. It could have been a sea turtle, and I waited with anticipation like those around me.
Suddenly a man broke the surface, snorkel gear secure around his head. He removed the snorkel and the mask, tipping his head in a manner to swipe away the access water in his hair. It was a scene I’d viewed before—Tack exiting a bay. I stared at his physique. We’d swum together in water this pure. We talked on a beach this brilliant white. We laid on the sand under the stars. And all of it was gone. My lips pursed with distant fond memories as I watched him slowly break the water while he walked back to shore. His stature was imposing, his steps assured. He was a confident man who appeared without a care in the world, but intensity rested on his shoulders. I couldn’t look away. 
Then a swatch of blonde ran for the edge of the water and leaped for him just as he hit the beach. Staggering back, he caught her in his arms as her legs kicked up from her body. He set her back on her feet, and she continued to hold him around the waist as they walked up the sand. They were a beautiful couple.
A few others, he’d said. No one important.
She definitely seemed important. She had an ease with touching him, something I’d always been hesitant about. When I wasn’t trying to force him to sleep with me, I was scared to be tender. I feared his rejection. I could recall less than five times that I initiated touches or kisses, the last time being one of them.
I’ll find you, I promised after I kissed him, but I’d been whisked away. 
I watched the golden couple saunter up the beach and pulled my eyes away when my heart pinched, signaling it could take no more. 
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Tack
 
She avoided me again. After the morning pitches, where I took note of her absence, I went to the beach to snorkel. A dip in the ocean would calm me, or so I thought, until Abby rushed me at the water’s edge. I figured some paparazzi were hiding in the bushes, with her public display of affection. She wanted the cameras to catch us. I, however, did not. While I was convinced Juliet wouldn’t read a society page, a quick search of the internet would provide numerous images of Abby and me. After Juliet’s anger, I sensed she wouldn’t understand the relationship. We were friends. It was the other girls that worried her.
I hadn’t been an angel. My dick had dipped where it shouldn’t have after one too many drinks or a frustrating evening of self-doubt about Juliet’s true feelings. I wasn’t excusing myself, just admitting my weakness. Juliet could add it to my list of guilts. The tension stood sharply between us when I entered her room last night. While I thought she’d forgiven me of my past indiscretion with her, thought she’d understood what happened in our original encounter, the memory had not been forgotten. It didn’t help that I threatened her, and then the Mouse I knew returned. 
Her eyes flamed. Her nostrils flared. She yelled at me.
The bite of her tongue only spurred me on. I’d wanted her even more than before, and I wanted to act on it. Almost. But I couldn’t be like that with her. I wanted so much more, and she had me pegged. I wanted her permission. 
I sighed in frustration as I prepared for another night of seeing her in a crowded room. Dinner was scheduled this evening in the Spanish restaurant at the resort. Local fare and the daily catch were on the menu. No rice. She’d caught me. Abby’s eyes narrowed at me as well, as I’d lied, said I didn’t know Juliet, and then mentioned the damn rice. Juliet told me about a maggot experience on the island, and how it soured her palate for rice. She seemed startled I’d remember such a small detail, but I remembered everything. 
I crossed the relatively empty bar, as it was before the dinner hour. Miller was seated at it, watching some news report, and checking his phone.
“Who are you to her again?” I mockingly demanded as I walked up behind him. I was aware he was her business partner. She said he was her best friend. He’d done an excellent presentation on their financial standings, their future goals and their needs. But I hadn’t been able to ask him what I really wanted to know during the meeting with the other committee members present. I wanted to know if he fucked her. He demanded to share a room with her, but I couldn’t figure out their relationship. I suspected his sexual orientation, but that didn’t mean he didn’t dabble both ways, and I knew Juliet had a pension for curiosity. The conversation about domination and submission was a distant memory.
“Miller James, that’s who,” he smirked, tweaking an eyebrow. Was he trying to be funny?
“What are you to her?” I snarled. He spanked the back of my hand as I fisted his tie.
“Don’t grab the Gucci.”
“You’re gay,” I blurted, direct enough to want confirmation. 
“Well, duh,” he replied. 
“Does she know?” I idiotically asked.
“Of course,” he snapped, struggling to remove my hand from his tie, but I wasn’t done yet.
“Have you fucked her?”
“I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask me that,” he snapped, his anger answering my question. He hadn’t.
“Then why you?” It didn’t make sense.
“Because I’m safe.” His eyes roamed downward to my hand near his throat. Instantly, I released him, smoothing down the skewed tie.
“Does she need saving?”
“No,” he scoffed. “She’s the strongest woman I know.”
I sighed in frustration. “Is it men? Are men constantly hitting on her?” Juliet was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. While she looked different last night with a touch of make-up and lighter hair, I knew what she looked like without all the fuss. She was breathtaking.
Miller snorted. “No. She’s too blind to notice her appeal.”
“Blind?”
“She doesn’t see them.” His eyes shifted down to his phone.
“Why not?” 
He spun in his seat to fully face me.
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe a broken heart in the past.” One brow tweaked upward again. “She’s good at holding up a shield.”
“She’s broken,” I whispered, my heart clenching with the thought.
“Certainly, you aren’t that blind,” he sarcastically sneered. I glared back at him.
“Brenda, call the front desk. Get Miller James a new room,” I said to the bartender behind the bar.
“What? Why?” he snapped, tiny eyes narrowing on me like he wanted to chew me alive. We stared at one another, an understanding ensuing between us.
“Surely, you aren’t blind, either.”
“If you hurt her again, you’ll feel my wrath,” he threatened, his voice a touch too feminine to take seriously.
“Why do I sense you might like that?” I smiled sheepishly, noting this man was no threat.
“Get over yourself, millionaire.” Miller turned back to his phone.
“I’m not going to harm her. I’d never touch her unless she let me.” He stopped texting, and the hesitation informed me he knew all the details of our past. “It will never happen again,” I added, lowering my voice. Never again, because she was going to let me in. She had to.
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Juliet
 
“Miller,” I called out when I heard the faint click of the hotel door. “You’ve got to try this body wash. It smells like…” My voice faltered as I stood in the shower. Like a tropical island. The fragrance assaulted me—fruity and sweet mixed with rain showers. Almost an exact replica of the scent on the island, I held the container up to my nose, deeply inhaling and allowing more memories to flash through my head. I closed my eyes for a moment, breathing in and opening them slowly to find a man beyond the steamy glass enclosure. He might have been distorted, but there was no doubt who it was. He came to rest on the tile at the edge of the shower.
“Do you always make it a habit to break into guest’s rooms?” I snapped, not even bothering to cover myself. Shampoo dripped from my hair, and I stepped back into the spray to rinse. My eyes watched his roam my body. I swiped at loose suds slipping down my breasts, listening for the soft splat of them hitting the tile at my feet, while Tack stood casually propped against the wall with one shoulder. Bare feet, dress pants and shirt sleeves rolled up, he looked like a man who’d had a long day at the office.
Without responding to me, he slowly unbuttoned his shirt, one buttonhole. At. A. Time. I swallowed as I watched the deliberate striptease. Hard lines of tan skin were exposed with each button until the hint of hair graced his waist. He tugged the shirt from his pants and let it fall to the floor. Without thought, my hands caressed down my sides to my thighs. My fingers itched to reach forward, dipping into the curls at the apex of my legs and rub the achy folds within. The clink of his belt drew my attention. He slipped his pants and underwear down his legs and stepped out of them into the doublewide shower.
“The only habit I’ve had since leaving the island…” he began as he stalked closer to me, “…was searching for a mouse that nibbled at my heart.” Our eyes locked. My back hit the coolness of the tile despite the steamy water. He’d caged me in with the warmth of his body.
“Where have you been?” he whispered, leaning his forehead to mine. My eyes closed with his nearness, the heat of his body increasing the rhythm beating at my core. My fingers twitched to touch him. His forearm rose to rest next to my head.
“I can’t do this,” I whimpered as my breathing shallowed. His presence was too much.
“Because of him?” The implication was clear.
“Miller’s gay.”
Tack smirked, as if he knew. Of course he did.
“It’s because you aren’t the same. You’ve forgotten who you were,” I added.
“But I remembered as soon as I returned,” he said, his fingers combing into my hair.
“No,” I corrected. “You don’t remember who you were from the island. You forgot who you were there.” My eyes begged him to remember, but the coldness still existed at the edges of his moss green eyes.
“I didn’t forget.” His fingers slipped through my wet hair to the nape of my neck. “It wasn’t real, remember?” The sarcasm in his voice hurt, as his hands and his eyes traced over the curve of my shoulder. “That’s what your dissertation said.”
My breath hitched. He’d read my dissertation?
“I had my reasons to say those things,” I whispered. “But it felt real to me,” I added, lowering my voice even more as my eyes fell to the water trickling down his bare chest, mixing with the subtle patch of hair. Shaky fingers reached out for his abs and worked their way upward over the hills and valleys of him. 
“Then why did you disappear?”
“I didn’t,” I said, but I couldn’t explain it with him this close. His fingers skimmed down my arm and then skipped over to just under my breast. He pressed upward, lifting the weight without actually touching me there. My nipples stood at attention, both ripe and begging to be caressed, but he continued to map out my body, moving along the curve of my side to my hip. His other arm remained near my head exposing his side. I circled over his broad chest before tickling my fingers below his arm.
“What does it say?” I asked, letting my finger drag a line over his tattoo and then draw back in the opposite direction.
“Read it,” his voice dipped as his fingers traveled over my lower belly, mimicking the tenderness of my fingers on him. My skin prickled. Goosebumps rose. I wanted him closer to me. 
“’I am beginning to understand,’ said the little prince. ‘There is a flower . . . I think that she has tamed me.’” My eyes shot up to his but his remained focused on the path he worked over my skin. Swiping back and forth over my lower abs, tickling and tempting me with the tenderness of his touch, my tongue felt thick with the need to lick him. 
“The Little Prince?” My voice caught.
His lips curled but he didn’t fully smile. Fingertips returned to my hip and traced down the curve of my thigh as far as he could reach while standing. My hand curled to cup his side and traveled south to his hip. Just touching him in this tantalizing manner had me wet and anxious for something more from him. When my fingers began to skim the flat expanse leading to the thick length resting between us, he gripped my wrist, preventing me from further exploration. Holding my wrist, he lowered to one knee, kissed my palm and returned to outlining my body. Both hands met my ankles, and he worked his way slowly upward, skimming my shins and wrapping around to my calves, dipping into the back of my knees before rounding to my thighs once again. It was as if he were memorizing my body, mapping out a long- forgotten land. He stood, drawing fingers closer to that coveted place, the place longing for his touch. My fingers had combed through his hair while he knelt but slipped down his arm as he drew up to his full height. My breathing labored. The beat at my core begged for him.
“I thought the fox tamed the prince,” I croaked, finding it difficult to speak as I referenced the book we once read together.
“The fox wanted to be tamed, but she turned out to be a vixen, sly and cunning.” My heart raced. His fingertips neared the curly, dark hair at the apex of my legs. There he stopped. “You made me wild, Juliet.”
“You tamed me,” I whispered, my voice husky and begging. Touch me, I wanted to scream.
“That made me responsible for you.” His fingers combed at the coarse hair but reached no closer to the spot that ached for him. “But I lost you.”
“I don’t want you to feel responsible.” My hands caressed his hips, skimming to feel the sharpness of his hipbones under my thumbs. Reaching back for the curve of his solid ass, attempting to tug him toward me, the strength in his legs prevented him from moving.
“What do you want?” His voice shook. His eyes remained focused on where he touched me, drawing closer to where I wanted his fingers and yet not close enough.
“I wanted you to love me…but you forgot.” He flipped his gaze to me.
“You left me,” he whispered harshly with a look of shock on his face, and something more—he looked hurt.
“I did.” My guilt riddled me for months after leaving the island. I should have let him come with me to meet Lillian, show himself to her, but I had been selfish then. I wanted to keep him my secret. Added guilt came when I learned the truth of the social experiment. The only place I could look for him had been his father’s company, and that turned out to be a big mistake.
We remained staring at one another a moment, our minds drifting with separate thoughts. Our hands still pressed on one another, rediscovering the shape of each other. 
“I’m sorry, Tack.” My voice trembled. “I’m so sorry.”
“Baby.” His tone was a question as his thumb rubbed over my cheek. Tears threatened to fall, caught between my failure, by leaving him, and my frustration in currently wanting him. 
“Mouse, just one. Let me have one, for now.” This was us. He wanted permission, and I waited for him to ask. I’d give him anything. I felt it in that moment. He only had to ask me and he could have everything. I nodded, and his lips brushed mine. The kiss was delicate, teasing like the touches he’d been giving my body, taunting me with desire. His lips parted slightly and sucked at mine. I responded in kind with slow, deliberate nips. The kiss was tender. Words that could not yet be said came from the connection.
I’ve missed you.
I still love you.
A loud bang at my door made me jump. Our mouths broke apart. The faint sound of my name wafted through the solid wood and over the roar of the shower.
“I should go,” he said as his forehead came to rest on mine. My fingers fumbled over my lips. I didn’t want him to leave, but I recognized the desperation in Miller’s pounding.
“Let me get the door.”
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Tack
 
I turned off the shower as she stepped around me, reached for a towel and wrapped it around herself. She rushed for the door, and I heard Miller as he passed the bathroom.
“Are you okay?” Miller questioned her. “What’s taking you so long?”
Silence followed and I couldn’t decipher if they were speaking low or simply communicating in signs of some type. I dried quickly, redressed, and entered the room.
“Mother of all things holy,” Miller squeaked. Juliet and he stood in a face-off with one another and I leaned on the bedpost. I hadn’t finished kissing her, not by a long shot, and I wasn’t leaving this room until I got a little more from her.
“I guess, I’ll just…” Miller’s voice faltered as a hand flapped out between Juliet and me. 
“What did you want?” I asked, sharper than I intended.
“I came to take Juliet to dinner.”
Shit, I thought as I glanced at the bedside clock. We only had fifteen minutes. I needed to get dressed. I needed to relieve some pent-up pressure. My dick still stood at attention as I took in the sight of her in her towel, the hint of her firm breasts peeking over the terrycloth. I didn’t like Miller’s presence so close to her, gay or not.
“I’ll take her,” I stated.
“I’ll meet you both there.” She reached out and patted Miller’s chest before tipping her head for the door. He brushed past me and the door slammed.
“He’s pissed?” I questioned. She shrugged in response, and another thought occurred. “Has he seen you naked?”
“What difference does that make? It’s not like that for him and me.” She laughed humorlessly.
“It matters to me. I want to be the only one.” I took one giant step toward her and cupped her jaw.
“Well, you haven’t been.” The comment startled me, and my face stung like she’d slapped me.
“I’m the only one from now on.” I tugged her to me, my lips crashing over hers. My tongue invaded her mouth, refusing to release her. She was mine and only mine.
“What is wrong with you?” she snapped, breaking the kiss by firmly pressing back on my chest. “’You are beautiful, but you are empty.’”
“Stop quoting the fucking Little Prince at me.”
“Well, I’ve had two years to memorize it.”
“And who’s fault was that?” We glared at one another. We’d already established she left, and she already said she was sorry. What was wrong with me suddenly? I didn’t want to be fighting with her. Her shoulders slumped, and her head lowered. I stepped back.
“I didn’t mean that,” I said, swiping a hand through my hair. 
“You did,” she said defiantly, holding her head up again to face me.
“I guess I still don’t understand. And I’m afraid I’ll walk out that door and it will all be as it was. You’ll feel like a dream.”
“Maybe that’s all it was,” she said, lowering her voice. I reached for the towel and tugged at the material, loosening it enough to fall to the floor. My hands covered each breast, squeezing them within my palms.
“I’m. Not. Dreaming.” I hissed, and her breath hitched, but her lids lowered. She sighed. “Baby, you have no idea how real you are to me.”
“Then show me,” she said, her confidence shaky but her determination something I recognized. 
I spun her so her back braced against the foot of the bed. 
“Hold onto the bar,” I demanded, motioning for the brace between the two posts, and she did as I said. Recalling our discussion about submissives and dominants, I remembered she had been curious. I didn’t know how far we’d get in fifteen minutes, but I wanted to show her who was in charge. She was. She could have what she wanted from me.
I knelt before her and spread her knees. My palm shot up her thigh and fingers dove into her warm center.
“Jesus fuck, Mouse,” I muttered, my forehead coming to her belly. “You’re so wet.” Her hand came to my hair. “Don’t remove your hands from the bar,” I ordered, inhaling the sweet aroma of her—tropical fresh but wanting sex. My fingers played a moment, sliding in and out before slipping free. She whimpered, her hips chasing my hand.
“How badly do you want this?” I whispered, blowing air against her heat. She moaned. “Ah, I remember. You like the breeze.” I wanted to lay her out on the bed, spread her feet and let the ocean air kiss her, driving her wild with need. But I couldn’t contain my own desire. My mouth watered for her, and I wrapped my lips around her clit, sucking deep, drawing in her flavor. She groaned above me as I lapped and licked and spread her with my tongue. Her hips rocked forward, but I pressed her back with my hand at her hip. I was fucking her, not the other way around. My tongue danced over her folds. My lips sucked her sweet nectar, and within seconds, she whimpered my name. Her knees shook, but I forced her to ride the wave, continuing until she said she could take no more. 
I kissed up her belly before reaching a breast. Opening to devour one heavy globe, I slipped my fingers into her again. She moaned, and my eyes drifted up to her.
“Again,” I demanded, before latching onto her breast once again. I sucked with fervor while fingers, slick with her desire, slipped in and out of her, working to bring her another release. I moved to her other breast and noticed her thighs squeeze together. She was close. I nipped her nipple and she broke. Her head fell back while her hips rolled forward, drawing my fingers deeper. 
“That’s my Mouse. Let me in,” I said, as I stood to my full height. Her body shuttered, and I pulled my fingers from her, slipped them up her belly, circling her breast with fingers slicked in her own juices, marking her as mine.
“Do you feel good, baby?” She nodded as her head fell forward to rest on my shoulder. “I did that to you,” I said, beating on my own chest. “I want you to remember that. That was real, not imaginary.” 
Her head snapped upward and her hand released from the bar of the bed. Not knowing her intention, I caught her wrist. I licked the inside, over the vein and then kissed her palm.
“This is real. And I’m not losing you again.”
 
+ +
 
The restaurant was busy. I stood near the bar in my suit, minus a tie, sipping my bourbon, attempting to pace myself while I waited. I didn’t want to leave her room without her, but I convinced myself I’d made my statement. We were real, and I wasn’t letting her go. My hands twitched, still fresh from the feel of her under my palms. My lips tingled with the soft pressure of her lips against them. The thought brought my dick to attention, and I knew it would be another long night. 
She entered the room with silent grace, like she had the night before. Oh, Mouse, I thought as my eyes roamed her body in a dress that reminded me of the one she wore the night I asked her to share in my celebratory steak dinner. Loose-fitting and white, it cut straight across her breasts, some type of ruffled material holding them upright. The remainder of the dress flowed to the floor in a gauzy mass that I could see through in the right lighting. I’d already been between those thighs but I wanted more.
This night would be unbearable with all these people around us.
“If you eye her any further, you might mess yourself,” Abby said at my elbow.
I sputtered into my drink and reached for a napkin to dab at my shirt.
“Damn it, Abby,” I snapped. 
“You’re eye-fucking her so hard, the whole room is getting turned on,” she snarled, slipping her hand through the crook in my elbow. “But just think how that headline will read—small not-for-profit earns money by sleeping with a millionaire.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I hissed, but the moment I said it, I felt I’d betrayed Juliet. That’s exactly how things would look for her.
“She’s very pretty, in a quiet sort-of way. Something submissive and skittish about her personality, perhaps that’s her appeal.” Abby’s fist tightened in the fold of my arm. “But, of course, I’ve heard of your fetish. I know women who could give you so much more.” I glanced at Abby over my shoulder, her presence close enough to look attached to me. She spoke through a smile of gritted teeth. And she knew nothing. I might want control, I might want to dominate, but Juliet was all I needed. She was all I’d wanted for nearly two years. 
I considered what she said about Juliet’s company, though. I didn’t want any kind of mark on her reputation. The Mouse Trap was small, but it was growing. People loved her story, and they trusted her product. She was doing good things with their money. 
“Why would you say all this, Abby?”
“I’m just looking out for you. I wouldn’t want you to be taken advantage of. I don’t want her to use you for the money.” I slipped my arm out of Abby’s when I noticed Juliet eying us.
“She’s not like that, Abby.”
“How do you know?” 
I paused. I didn’t know for certain. I’d known her less than three months, but I trusted her. I trusted that she wasn’t greedy like that. 
“Interesting dissertation,” Abby scoffed. “She made fifty-thousand dollars off that scandal. It built her company, did you know that?” 
I didn’t know that. I’d read the financials and knew she had start-up money. I didn’t bother to investigate the origin of the funds. More importantly, how did Abby know?
“Who says her dissertation was a scandal?”
“Who imagines a man, decides she can change the outcome of a situation, a rape no less, by controlling him after the fact?” Abby snorted. It sounded convoluted and impossible when said aloud. 
“I don’t think that’s exactly how it happened,” I defended.
“Well, you can’t take back what’s been done. She’ll never get over it completely. She’ll never love because she’ll never trust. It’s rather sad.” 
I didn’t like what Abby said, no more than I liked her tone. Juliet and I made great strides together in the past. I didn’t expect her to get over anything, but I did intend to show her that she could trust a man. She could love one, and I wanted that one to be me.
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Juliet
 
Dinner was unbearable. My thighs were still damp from the aftereffects of his touch and the fact I couldn’t stop thinking of him. My core clenched and flexed with need. I wanted him to touch me again, and I almost excused myself from the dinner to go handle things myself. Yet each time I looked up, he was engaged in conversation with the blonde. Abby was her name, and I cursed at myself for being turned on just by being in the same room as him. Then he sat next to her at dinner. He didn’t ignore me, per se, but he spoke to everyone, almost forcing the conversation to be equal among the guests. I didn’t understand what was happening. Miller was better at this type of social chatter.
I excused myself as soon as it seemed acceptable. When Miller asked to walk me to my room, I accepted without another wasted glance at Tack. I’d lost my mind in my room, letting him put his mouth on me as he had. It had been so long since I’d felt the fingers of a man. Felt his fingers. I wasn’t in my right headspace. I have the power, I’d chanted to myself, but I gave it all to him when he tugged the towel off of me. 
A strange flash of remembering my interest in the dominant/submissive culture, in particular, and the relationship portion of their treaty. It’s what got me in trouble at The Front Door club in the first place. I didn’t understand how women separated their emotions from their lover. I couldn’t keep my emotions from Tack. I recognized once before that he owned me because I cared for him, and I thought of that fucking little prince, as he called it. I had to let my memories go.
“Are you okay?” Miller asked, walking beside me with his hands in his pockets. His bright yellow shirt buttoned to the neck as he wore another bow tie despite the heat. We walked at a leisurely pace across the open expanse between the restaurant and the actual hotel rooms.
“Just a lot on my mind,” I said, looking up at the dark sky. The night was cloudless; the stars filling the black canvas. Low lights on the ground did not interfere with the full display overhead. “It’s so beautiful.” 
“It’s almost like a fairy tale,” Miller said. “I can see how one might get swept up in a fantasy here.” 
“I’m such a fool,” I said to the evening air. Miller stopped walking and turned to block my path. 
“You aren’t a fool, Juliet. You’re lonely, and the man you’ve longed for is standing in a room drooling over you so badly he needs a bib.” I laughed at the thought. It wasn’t a good image. “But I’m worried you’re mixing memory with present day. It’s been a long time and things have changed. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“I don’t want to get hurt either,” I said, expressing my own fear. I didn’t know who Abby was to Tack. I didn’t want to get in the way, or receive mixed signals, or take what wasn’t mine. Tack certainly wasn’t offering any promises or making any proposals or even talking beyond today. That’s how we had been before. We lived day by day, but Miller was correct. This is now.
“I’ll ask it again. Do we need the money this badly?”
Miller sighed. “You know, when we left I thought, yes, yes we do. But Etty, you’re my best friend. One of my only friends, because Lord knows you can’t count my one-night-stands as friends. I love you, so nothing is more valuable to me than your heart, not even a million dollars. I don’t want to see you lose it again, because I’ve seen how long it took you to get where you are with both your headspace and your emotions.” I chewed on my lip as I listened.
“I love you, too. You’re all I have. You know that. We can go home and find another way,” I said, stepping toward him. 
Miller shook his head. “It’d be a shame to leave early, though,” he hinted, raising an eyebrow, and I had to laugh. 
“I’ll be careful,” I said, and I mentally promised on the spot I would not lose my head again.
And I didn’t, until later that night when Tack stood at the foot of my bed again. He was quiet, and I waited, sitting up to face him this time. He undressed in the dark, removing everything but his boxer briefs. He climbed up next to me and forced me to curl against him like we used to lay. I clutched his arm to my chest, as a strange vibe rolled off of him.
“It’s so dark without you,” he said and my heart skipped a beat at the words he once said to me. “You’re too far away at night.” I couldn’t help myself, I kissed his knuckles.
“Don’t leave me yet,” he whispered into my hair. “I’ll give you the money, no strings attached.”
I spun to face him, my brow pinching.
“Why would you say that?” I demanded. His eyes lowered. 
“Too much talk. Too many thoughts. First Abby and then I heard you and Miller.”
I pressed back from him and he glanced at me. 
“Who is Abby to you?”
“A friend, nothing more. A family friend. There is no interest other than that.” He reached for my jaw and cupped it like he does, but he didn’t tug me to him. “And Miller sounds like a good friend to you. He’s concerned about you, but I don’t want you to worry about money. I understand why you took the money for the dissertation. It’s okay.”
I pressed upward and turned to look at him over my shoulder.
“What do you mean you understand? And I didn’t take any money. It wasn’t a contest. I didn’t even know there was money. I had nothing when I returned. Nothing, Tack. And that money went to start an organization, one I think is doing good for others.”
“It is doing good, Mouse. I didn’t mean anything by it. I just meant I don’t want you to leave. I want to take care of you.”
“Because you feel responsible,” I bit.
He opened his mouth and then closed it. He tried again. “Because I don’t want you to feel Miller is all you have.” I gasped in response. He’d heard everything, and I was prepared to insult his eavesdropping skills when he added, “I want you to have me, too.”
I stared down at him. His eyes softened in the dim light of my room, the green finally the color I recognized. I wanted to trust him again. I wanted to think I could rely on him, but we were no longer on the island, two people in need of togetherness. He lived in a world separate from me. 
“Just tonight, Mouse. Just lay back down and let me hold you. Nothing else tonight, I promise.”
I nodded, suddenly drained. I scooted back down and curled into him as we were. I expected sleep, but found myself wide awake, envisioning an island, a heated tent, and a time when I wasn’t worried I’d lose him.


+ +
 
Just like the previous night, he was gone in the morning. I promised Miller I would spend some time with him. No more avoiding Tack, I said, so there was something I needed to do first. I woke with a new perspective. I allowed myself the day before and forgave my weakness. I deserved to be touched and tasted. I didn’t ask for it, and I couldn’t return it, so I accepted that I let him do what he did because I wanted it. Today was a new day and it would not happen again. Abby and Miller and money and organizations stood in the way, and I wouldn’t risk any of those things, as much as I wanted Tack. 
I found him in the most surprising of places—a boat house. He was wearing board shorts and a white T-shirt, a baseball cap backward on his head. He looked like a college kid as he worked with a tool over the planks of wood curved for the underside of a boat. 
“What’s this?” I asked, too curious to start out with my purpose, too impressed to see him working on a boat. I’d startled him and he jumped as he spun to face me.
“Hey, how did you find me here?”
“I asked Branson,” I said, hitching a thumb over my shoulder in the direction of the resort. It was a little hike down the hill and over to the old boat house but I found the one Branson described. “So what are you doing?”
He turned and rested his back on the structure held up by a pulley of some type. He spread his legs, but crossed his arms.
“I’m building a boat.” His eyes squinted at me as he spoke, as if he was trying to tell me more. I smiled slowly in response, and his lips curled, too. We shared the same memory. We’d built a double outrigger together. This one definitely looked more professional and polished.
“What’s her name?” I asked, remembering he told me all boats were female, and they all deserved a name.
“Vixen 2.” His eyes danced as he spoke, but my mouth fell open.
“The first one is gone, isn’t it?”
“The hurricane took her.” The comment pulled at my heart for two reasons, the first being the loss of what we worked so hard to build. He took great pride in what we had done. The original Vixen had been a valiant effort. The second memory was that of the hurricane and all that happened during the night. The hurricane seemed like the perfect bridge for what I came to say.
“I never had the chance to thank you for all you did.” He waved his hand in response, dismissing my words, but I continued. “I mean it. I was scared out of my mind that day. I couldn’t think straight. I never would have made it without you.” His hand stilled and his eyes watched my face. “And that night, well…” I sighed. “That night was the best night of my life.” I blinked back the tears threatening to fall. They were good tears. I was filled with happy memories of being with him. He stood straighter, and I sensed he wanted to step toward me, but I held up a hand and stepped back. I didn’t want him to touch me. I had things to say.
“I wanted to return something. I don’t know how I ended up with it, other than in the rush of packing up, it mixed with my things.” I pulled my prized possession from my bag and held it out to him. He stared at the book—The Little Prince.
“I thought it was lost with all my other stuff.” He hadn’t reached for it and my hand trembled holding it out to him.
“Did you lose most of your things?” I asked.
“I only lost the most important thing,” he answered, still not taking the book from my hand. His eyes hadn’t left mine. He crossed his arms again and returned to leaning against the boat. “Can I ask you, why didn’t you come to me?”
“And say what, we were part of a social experiment, and we failed?” 
“Yes,” he said, aghast, then lowered his voice and asked, “Did we fail?”
I shrugged a shoulder. I had only failed in losing him.
“I could have helped you,” he added as the silence built.
“How could you have helped me?” 
“I could have given you everything.” Silence fell again like a heavy weight between us and I drew a deep breath. 
“I did come to see you.”
He stood up again and I lowered my hand, still holding the book. 
“You did?” His voice was like a surprised child, pleased but confused.
“I did. I didn’t know where else to look for you so I went to Corbin Industries. Let me tell you, that is some tough security,” I quipped, attempting to laugh but his face had fallen and he found no humor in what I said. “I’d just learned about the social experiment—Lillian’s version. I worried that she would expose your name and I didn’t think that would be good for your reputation. I mean, you’re Terrence Jackson Corbin the fourth.” I waved a hand at him. “I had already learned you were entered into restoration as a means to protect what you’d done, who you were with, and keep you out of jail. I assumed your father had known restoration would be beneficial and protective. I wanted to tell you what I knew and let you know that I had no intention of following through with my dissertation. I would protect your name at all cost.” His nostrils flared, and his chest moved with heavy breaths. He wore no expression on his face.
“They refused to let me see you. I didn’t have an appointment. I wasn’t on an approved list. They had no idea who I was. And I realized…” I paused as my voice faltered. “I just accepted that it might be for the best. If I wanted to protect you, I shouldn’t make contact with you.”
“You had no right to make that decision without me,” he snapped.
“But I did,” I replied defiantly, but my tone soft. I could not take back the past. “I already felt guilty for leaving you behind. I was picked up, literally, and flung over Franco’s shoulder and taken to the boat. I never even made it back to the treehouse.” My lids closed briefly with fond memories of my home wrapped around a tree. It was the only home that felt like mine until I bought the building for The Mouse Trap, having office space on the first floor and my apartment on the second.
“Did he hurt you?” Tack gasped and I shook my head.
“Anyway, I continued with my plan not to include your name. I decided you weren’t real and the experience was a vision quest. I was relieved when Lillian didn’t use your name either, though, I suspect your lawyers had something to do with that. I changed my name so I could publish my work and not be connected directly with the trials that placed us on the island. I still had all my field notes, and I guess, at one point, I was just angry. I decided I earned the right for that degree. I wrote in a manner that I had dreamed you. Maybe it wasn’t reality after all, but a fantasy inside my head to restore my strength and give me power.” I swiped at a tear and cursed myself for letting them fall. “But I still have you to thank because in my head or not, it was real to me. So very real. And it changed everything. Being with you. Lov…” I stopped for a breath, breaking off on the thought of loving him. “Just being with you, it made all the difference in me.”
He pressed off the boat and stepped toward me, but I stepped back. 
“You already told me you feel responsible for me, and I just wanted to assure you that I hold you in no obligation. I wanted you to know that while it was rough at first, I’m good now. Things are good and you don’t need to feel responsible. You don’t need to feel like you have to give me the million dollars. Miller and I discussed it, and if you heard everything between Miller and me, then you know how I feel. While we could use the money, I don’t want it this way.”
“This way?” he questioned. “At the expense of your heart, right? Mouse, listen to me. I’m not giving you money out of some self-serving pity. And to clarify, it has nothing to do with how I feel about you either. Your organization deserves the money. It’s well planned out and it’s sound. You have good intentions and you need the capital.” He swiped a hand through his hair and I had to ask.
“How you feel about me?” My voice broke as I repeated the words, harshness squeaking in. “At dinner, you practically ignored me, acting like you hadn’t devoured me fifteen minutes before. You stood with Abby all night and then you break into my room to sleep, only sleep, with me, and disappear in the morning.”
He smiled slowly, the curl to his lush lips growing, and I wanted to wipe the smirk off his face.
“Abby warned me it might look like you slept your way to the money.” A gasp escaped, and I stepped back with the thought, but Tack closed the distance. He reached for my arm and tugged me toward him. “I don’t want to harm your reputation, so I needed to be on my best behavior. I was distant at dinner, but let me tell you, it was damn near the hardest thing I’ve ever done because I had gone down on you fifteen minutes before, and I hadn’t had my fill. You were all I could think about. And then I had to prance around like you weren’t the most important person in the room to me, trying to play a game to keep it equal among all of you when all I wanted to do was drop to my knees again and take you across a table. And if you don’t want me in your room, kick me out. You’ve done it before.” I gasped again, but he continued on. “And fuck Abby. But it’s damn reassuring if you’re jealous of her because that means you don’t want anyone near me, like I don’t want anyone near you.”
With that declaration, his mouth crushed mine. His hand came to my jaw, but his mouth met mine first, and he devoured me. Hungry wasn’t enough to describe the way he took my lips, savoring them, drinking me in, before plunging his tongue between my lips, licking inside my mouth, striving for every drop of sweet flavor I could offer him. He didn’t stop, but continued to lap and lick, nip and suck. No corner of my mouth was left unturned, untouched, unsavored. His body pressed to mine, and we moved until I felt my back hit the side of his boat. He leaned into me and kissed me more, but kept his hands on my jaw. Eventually, his hunger staved and the kissing slowed, lingering with a final peck here and another nibble there before pulling back and looking into my eyes.
“I know a lot of time has passed. We need time to rebuild, Mouse. Give me that time.”
I couldn’t say no. I could hardly think. The way he kissed me. The way he held my jaw. He possessed me. I’d learned that on the island. He dominated me because my heart belonged to him. 
“Okay,” I said weakly, and his smile brightened his face.
“Come with me today. Please. I want you to myself. I don’t care what they think. I want you alone with me. I have something planned.” 
I smiled slowly in response to his excitement but more so because he was asking. He wanted me to say yes to him.
“I’ll go wherever you lead.” 
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Juliet
 
I met him at the marina an hour later.
“Dress casual. Bathing suit, cover up. All clothing optional,” he laughed with a shrug. I smiled at his playfulness, but I still didn’t know what to bring so I overpacked. My flip-flops flapped down the dock as I found the slip after directions from the harbormaster.
Tack stepped out from the underbelly of a large catamaran, and I paused when he saw me. He wore another T-shirt and a different pair of board shorts. The baseball cap was gone.
“Hello beautiful,” he said, jumping off the boat deck onto the dock.
“Wow, this is something,” I said, eyeing the ocean-ready catamaran. This was much larger than our double-outrigger carved from a fallen tree. 
“Welcome aboard,” Tack said, a smile in his voice as he stepped forward and kissed my cheek. I blushed like a schoolgirl at his sweetness. He stepped back and swept a hand to the gangplank, following me up the ramp.
“Carlos, this is Juliet,” he said, introducing me to someone dressed like an authority, with a sailor-type shirt and white shorts. Carlos was very island-looking, with chocolate skin and dark eyes. He saluted me before reaching for my hand to shake. His smile was friendly as he greeted me. “She’s precious cargo,” Tack added.
“All set?” Carlos asked Tack, and I was pointed toward a seat as another man pulled up the gangplank and caught the ropes anchoring us to the dock. We puttered steadily out of the holding slip, but picked up speed quickly as we cleared the short bay.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve prepared a stop for us before we reach our final destination. The first one is not far from here, so just get comfortable. You have a suit, right?” I tugged at the strings hanging out of my tank to confirm that I followed his orders. The motion was noted and a crooked smile formed on his lips.
“What?” I snipped without harshness.
“I’m happy you’re here,” he said. My heart pattered faster in my chest. I was excited to be with him, too. I’d let Miller know where I was going, as far as the information I had—I was spending the day with Tack. He didn’t seem to mind after all, having made his own plans for snorkeling with Tom and Mike.
Tack directed me to a cabin below deck, where I placed my bag. He stopped me before I could climb the steps again and kissed me. Both hands placed on my jaw.
“Thank you,” he said.
“For what?” I giggled.
“For today.” His thumbs caressed my cheeks.
“We haven’t done anything,” I laughed.
“Yet,” he amended before kissing me again. 
Returning above board, he led me to netting between the two large outriggers slicing through the sea. Directing me to sit, I stared out at the open water as we rounded the island. The crystal-clear liquid gave off a turquoise cast. The beach, reflected with white sand, was peppered with people. Tack sat next to me and spoke.
“We’re headed to Turtle Beach, a place to swim with the sea turtles. I don’t know how many we will see because it’s almost breeding season, but I thought it would be a cool experience.”
I sat up straighter and clapped like I was a little kid. “I’ve never swam with sea turtles before.” 
His hand rubbed up my back and cupped the nape of my neck. He kissed my shoulder. “I’m pleased to do this with you, then.”
Reaching the bay, we jumped from the catamaran to the cove to snorkel. Tack was attentive, as I had reminded him I wasn’t a great swimmer. “I remember,” he said and my heart skipped a beat again. We’d snorkeled together in his own little bay by the island, but we couldn’t go deep with only one snorkel unit. 
The sea turtles were incredible, floating gracefully beneath the surface. I didn’t want to get too close, disturbing their natural habitat, but their splendor and beauty astonished me. 
“This is incredible,” I said to Tack, and my reward was his full smile. Face glistening with water, eyes alight with pleasure, his mouth opened and exposed white teeth.
“So are you.” We returned to the boat, where lunch was produced. Spicy fish tacos topped with crunchy coleslaw was the most delicious meal, complimented with the island specialty—rum punch.
“You know, it really is a sin to look that good,” I said eying him across from me as we ate. He’d removed the T-shirt and the board shorts, revealing a pair of black European swim shorts. He looked like a tropics model.
“You’re pretty gorgeous yourself,” he said, his green eyes the brightest I’d ever seen as they roamed over my body in my yellow bikini.
“Abby’s pretty,” I said, my voice falling a little. Tack set his taco on his plate as his expression faltered.
“Yes, she is,” he replied, reaching for his rum punch. “She’s also a friend.” His eyes narrowed pointedly at me. “It’s why I’ve never fucked her, touched her, kissed her.” He took a sip of his drink.
“She sure is friendly,” I added, twirling my finger around the rim of my glass.
“She is and I don’t like it.” He glared at me. “She’s also not here, you are.”
Point made. I smiled weakly and took a hardy drink of my punch. I didn’t like the tension I’d put between us.
“Our next stop isn’t for a while. Want to sit in the sun?” Lunch finished, Tack led me to the bow of the boat where we returned to sit in the netting between the outrigging. Water sprayed up at us from underneath, cooling our skin from the heat of the tropical sun.
“What made you start your own company?” I asked, knowing he’d said a few things at dinner, but I wanted to know more.
“I made a promise to build instead of destroy,” he replied with a wink. I smiled and waited for the details. 
“When I returned home, I broke off from my father. Forcing me to the island might have been his greatest gift. I realized how unhappy I was, and I wanted to do more with my life. I wanted to build. I told him my idea. He wasn’t happy about it, he definitely did not approve, but he backed me. I worked my ass off to return his money in the first year and prove it hadn’t been a waste. I wanted to do something more.
The company works in finding sustainable resources and helping third world countries with clean water sources. It’s a constant struggle with governments and geographic cultures, but I love it. We’ve done a lot in a short amount of time.”
Listening to Tack, I thought of the sea turtles, awed by something with a hard shell that looked so poised in the water. Tack had a hard shell, protecting the interior of himself. He wanted what he wanted, he once told me, and he took it. But he was full of beauty and good deeds with his new company. He amazed me.
The conversation shifted to his relationship with his father. 
“He didn’t raise his hand often, but it was more his words. He was tough to please, and the more I couldn’t please him, the more I tried to anger him. I’m a little old to still play these games with him, but once I became an executive in his company, the stakes were raised. To prove myself to him, I wanted to prove I could do what I wanted. Now, I own my own company and none of it matters.” He shrugged a shoulder and looked off at the sea.
“Sounds like he loved you, in his own way.” My voice lowered, as I’d lost both my parents before high school. Living with my uncle had proved to be a great challenge and torment. 
“Whatever happened to the evil uncle?” he asked, wiggling his eyebrows, but concern filled his eyes.
“He went to Lillian for money while we were still on the island. He was another reason I changed my name and disappeared when I returned. Once he learned I hadn’t died on the island and there was no recompense to be claimed, he disappeared as well. Good riddance,” I said, taking a long sip of my rum punch. I didn’t have anyone who loved me enough that I wanted to prove myself to them.
Tack didn’t speak, and I was thankful. Instead, he rubbed up my back again and squeezed the nape of my neck. I closed my eyes and lowered to rest on the netting, the lull of the ocean rocking me to sleep.
 
+ +
 
“Juliet, we’re almost there,” Tack whispered in my ear. My mouth felt thick from too much drink, and my body was struggling to recognize I slept on netting. 
“Come sit back here with me,” he asked, helping me to stand and work the footing over the nets to the edge of the catamaran. He sat further back on the deck, in a position that hid us from the captain sailing overhead. He patted the space between his legs, and I sat between his knees.
“Lean back. Feel rested?” he asked.
“Mmmm…” I purred, still sleepy and slack from a lazy afternoon in the sun. His hands came to warm skin at my ribs and began massaging me with tender finger tips. 
“That skirt is just a strip of material, right? Take it off and place it over your lap.” Something in the deepness of his command made me do as he said. I slipped the sheer yellow panel over my lap, covering the lower half of my bikini. His hands still worked on my middle before one dipped below my draped material.
“Tack,” I whispered as his fingers reached the waistband of my bikini. “Carlos will see.”
“He can’t see us down here. Relax. I want to make you feel good.” Two fingers entered me without foreplay, and I sat forward at the intrusion. Harsh and quick, it took my breath and felt delicious. “So wet already, Mouse. I like that.” His fingers moved in and out with a steady pace, and my hips squirmed, my backside rubbing against the hard length of him behind me. 
“There it is, baby,” he said softly over my shoulder, and I thought he meant the sweet pressure building within me, but up ahead was land, the outline growing more visible. 
His fingers increased their invasion at my core, and I wiggled with delight. My palms gripped just above his knees. My eyes reassured me that the thin material of my coverup covered my lap. In broad daylight, he was going to make me come.
“That’s it, baby. You’re getting closer. And look at her.” My eyes flashed up to the developing landform.
“Is that…” My voice drifted off as he twisted his fingers, touching something deep within me. I gasped. 
“Look at the outline of her. A woman waiting, at rest. See the curve of her hip.” My eyes took in the subtle spike of a hill marking the top of the island and the dip to the right. Tack’s fingers continued to spread me open, his other hand pressing my knee wider. 
“The hint of her breast is there to the right and her head is almost level with the water.” He explained as my eyes traveled the image he’d conjured of the island as a female—lying in wait. His free hand massaged up my inner thigh, almost meeting with the one that worked my core.
“She even has a hole in her, where I can make love to her.” His wrist twisted, forcing his fingers deeper, rougher, and I sat forward with the pressure. Juices trickled from my core, and the slick sound of him entering me increased. My backside pressed against the thick length of him, rigid between the crack of my ass.
“Is that…” I gasped again. It couldn’t be, but as we drew near, it became even clearer.
We were returning to the island. Our island.
“She wants to hear you. Tell her,” he demanded, his thumb flicking over the pearl outside my entrance, that precious, sensitive fold of skin. He circled with his thumb as his fingers slipped inside me.
“The captain will hear,” I whispered, my fingernails digging into the skin above his kneecaps, my hips working over his length, and my center fucking his fingers. 
“Tell her,” he snapped. 
“I’m coming,” I gasped, my voice catching in the wind as I felt the orgasm barreling up my legs, racing for my thighs.
“Louder,” he demanded. “So close, baby. Let her know.” 
With that, the orgasm detonated at my center. Spots danced before my eyes and more fluid seeped from me. I clamped my thighs to hold his fingers inside me as I screamed, “I’m coming!” My fingertips pressed into his thighs. I leaned forward a bit, raising my hips so I sat firmly over his lap. I rocked on his fingers, clenching my ass cheeks over him.
“We,” he snarled, and he moved my hand to squeeze him over his swim shorts. “Like that,” he growled.
“We’re coming,” I yelled as he bit my shoulder and stilled under me. 
We’re coming together, I whispered to the wind.
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Tack
 
She fell against me, and I enveloped her in my arms, kissing her shoulder before pressing my lips to her hair.
“We’re almost there,” I muttered. My heart hammered in my chest. Not only was it racing from the orgasm she just gave me, but the anticipation of stepping on the island again. Carlos stopped the catamaran a short distance from the beach. A dingy would take us closer to land. 
“Is Carlos coming with us?” Juliet asked as I took her bag and then helped her enter the small craft. 
“Nope, just us.” We both remained quiet as I motored us to the shore. When she stepped out of the boat, she stared forward.
“It looks so different.”
A new tent had been resurrected, and tiki-torches were lit around the area. A table was set for our dinner. I’d sent a boat ahead of us. The staff was scheduled to return the following day after we left. I wanted our return to be special—romantic—but I sensed her disappointment.
“The original tent was lost to me, along with one other trunk. I wanted to make things nicer this round.” I hesitated. “You don’t like it?”
She turned to face me and smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Something was off. 
“It’s beautiful, it’s just not the same.” She walked up the beach and set her bag near the fire ring, newly rebuilt and stacked with wood. She sat in the sand instead of in one of the teak-wood camp chairs. Her eyes searched around her as if she expected to find something no longer present.
“I can’t believe we’re really here,” she muttered.
“With a little map navigation and eventually some help from Colton, I was able to find it again. I waited for you before I returned.” Colton hadn’t been willing to assist at first. 
“The island is sacred,” he had said in his Native American accent. “You don’t go for a visit.”
This was not a casual day-trip, though. This was the place to finish what we started. It had to be here where it all began. When I found Juliet, and explained to Colton that I wanted to bring her back, he supported the idea once he met her. Proving she did exist sealed the deal. He gave me the final coordinates after I promised him I would do nothing to harm her.
I swiped a hand through my hair. “Now that we’re here, I don’t know what to do. Do we hike? Swim? Go visit the tree house?” The final question brought her eyes back to mine.
“Not yet,” she muttered as her arms wrapped around her folded knees. 
“Is it bad being here?” I said, falling to my knees before her. “Did I make a mistake?” The question was hard to ask. I never imagined the island wouldn’t be as important to her as it had been to me. She told me she loved me here, and while I didn’t intend to drag her off to the cave so she’d repeat the words, I’d hoped being here would remind her of what she said. What we did.
“It’s not bad. It’s not wrong.” Her brows rose in surprise. “It’s just strange.” She sighed. “I’m so different from the girl who came here. I wanted freedom when I arrived. I figured if I was to live alone, I’d do it some place beautiful and reserved. I also had a crime to live with and a rape to come to terms with.”
I flipped my body to sit next to her. I hadn’t forgotten what brought her here. The same things had brought me, and I could never forget the depths of her despair over what Rick had done What I had done. She told me it haunted her, and I wondered if two years later, it still did.
“Do you still think about it? See Rick in your head?” I swirled a hand near my ear and then let it fall to the sand. 
“Most of the time, no, but sometimes, a memory flashes or a phrase is said, and it’s like I’m thrown into the past. It comes out of nowhere, or it comes from something purposeful, like when I went to The Front Door.”
“You went to The Front Door?” I interjected, my head twisting to look at her. Her arms remained wrapped tightly around her drawn-up knees. Her head lowered so her chin rested on her kneecap. I’d seen her curled into herself like this on a few occasions—the night of the snake attack, the day after the attack, the night of the thunderstorm. She felt miles away from me, or better yet more like years in the past.
“I did. I went to look, I guess. I just stood there and stared at it, wondering how life could change with one night. Everything was different after that. And yet, there are other nights that changed my life again, pulling me in a different direction.” Her lips curled, but it wasn’t a smile.
“I bought the club.” She released her legs and twisted slightly to face me. Aghast, her mouth fell open. “I bought the club and burned it to the ground. A new building exists in its place. It’s another club, as that’s the district, but it has no private, members-only floor, no hidden agenda, and no secret club initiation. It’s a legit place. I watched the building crumble myself. I vowed it would be the last business I’d destroy. After that, I’d build.”
My arms were loosely draped around my bent legs, mimicking her original position, and it surprised me when she touched me. Her delicate hand wrapped around my forearm. In all the times we’d been together, she had rarely been the one to initiate contact like touches or kisses. It was typically me. Only once did she take advantage of me. I understood why she did it. It was vengeful lust, and I won’t deny I enjoyed it.
In this case, her hand slipped up my arm to my shoulder. My arms released my legs, and they sprang forward. I didn’t speak. Sensing her hesitation, I let her lead. Her hand came to my shoulder and her body shifted, moving closer to mine. With my legs straightened, she climbed over them and straddled my lap. My hands came to her sides.
“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice shaky. She leaned forward and kissed me tenderly, her mouth softly pressing to mine. She quickly shifted to tender sucks of my bottom lip before melding her lips with mine. She took her time, drawing out each connection, pulling back only slightly before pressing forward again. Her tongue licked the seam of my lips, and I opened.
Let me in, she asked. There was no need for the question. I was open to everything from her. My hands rubbed up and down her back as her arms wrapped around my neck. She moved closer, pressing her warm center over the tightness at my shorts. Pushing against me, I lay back on the sand. Evening was falling, the sun dipping lower in the sky, but still brightness encircled us. She sat upward and tugged her tank top over her head, revealing her bikini top. Falling forward again, she returned to kissing me. My hips bucked under her and she began to roll over me, covering the length of me with a deliberate slow drag.
“Mouse,” I muttered against her lips, but she didn’t release mine. It was tender and tempestuous. She was going to break me. She pushed at the hem of my tee, pressing it upward. I sat up, taking her with me and removed it. As she sat in my lap, she pulled the string of her bikini.
“Mouse,” I croaked, questioning her intentions, but not wanting to stop whatever direction things were headed in. “I didn’t bring you here for this,” I said, reaching for her nearly naked back and rubbing upward over her sun-kissed skin. 
Although the top of her bikini was slipping, she wasn’t fully exposed yet. 
“You don’t want to have sex with me,” she stated, her tone hesitant, almost hurt.
“No, baby, I want to make love to you, but when you’re ready. No pressure. I know—” I stopped abruptly. She’d reached behind her back and pulled the second string to her suit. Then she tugged the material forward.
“Sweet Jesus,” I cursed, dipping my mouth as I cupped one breast and latched onto her. Her hips rocked forward as I lapped and sucked at the heavy globe. My teeth grazed over her nipple, and she yelped. I smiled and paid the other breast the same attention. After another minute of savoring her, she pressed me back and lay flat atop me. The moment her ripe nipples brushed my chest, I sighed. Her mouth captured the noise, kissing me again. 
I rolled her to her back and worked at untying the skirt she returned to her waist after I’d made her come on the boat. I wanted to make her come again on every surface of this island—sand, rock, water, tree. Her hand came to my short’s button.
“It’s time for me to touch you,” she said, confidence streaming from her voice. I laid back and let her tackle my shorts, helping her press my swim trunks down with the outer layer. I lay fully exposed in the sand, but when her hand gripped my thick dick, I lost all thought of anything but her. She stroked, and she tugged, working me to be the hardest I’d ever been. My toes curled, and her thumb rubbed over my head. Moisture seeped forward, and she spread it over my tip. Then her mouth descended, covering me in the heat of her. Her cheeks caved inward, and she dragged the hollow of her mouth to my tip. My eyes rolled back in my head, and my hand came to her hair.
“Like that, baby,” I tried to say, but the words were stuttered and rattled together as her teeth gently scraped up the ridges of my shaft before she lowered, engulfing me in the warmth of her mouth. She sucked upward again, and her hand cupped my balls. 
“F…” I couldn’t complete the word. Her tongue rolled around my length until she reached the tip. Slipping it over the slit at the top, she sucked only the head for a moment before drawing the rest of me in. My hands slipped under her armpits, and I dragged her off of me. Her mouth was covered in moisture.
“Not like this,” I muttered, tugging the ties at the side of her string bikini. 
“Why not?” she asked, looking completely confused. 
“When I come for you, it’s going to be deep inside you.” She blinked down at me before stretching her leg over my hip.
“Can they see us from the boat?” she asked, not bothering to look over her shoulder.
“Fuck if I care,” I said, guiding her hips over mine. I gripped my dick and held it upright, allowing her to balance on the tip before she lowered herself over me, and we both exhaled. Burning liquid came to my eyes. She felt amazing, and a string of mutterings fell from my lips.
“So warm. So wet. So tight.” I had to close my eyes as the emotion was too intense. She lifted and lowered in a steady rhythm, her hands balanced on my chest to hold herself upright. My hips pressed upward in short, sharp bursts while she rolled over me. Opening my eyes, her tangled hair was falling loose from her ponytail, and I reached for the band, freeing the strands to tumble kinky and wild over her shoulders. Her hips increased their rhythm, but the movement was measured, as if she were dancing over me.
I’m not fucking dancing, I’d told Garvey over and over and over again. Some spiritual ritual to bring me in tune with nature was not going to happen, but this girl wiggling her body over me, this dancing I would do every night of my life if it brought me in tune with her.
She pushed back at her hair and looked down at me. Her eyes were a glazed violet and she looked lost in her rhythm. 
“Take what you need, baby,” I encouraged. “Take everything,” I added lower. She rolled faster, the pace harsher. Her hands rose to her own breasts. She squeezed them together, pinching her own nipples, and her head fell back. Her eyes closed.
“Like that, baby,” I said, watching her touch herself while she rocked over me. “So like that,” I mumbled, hardly coherent. My hands twitched to join her massage, but I stared in awe instead. She was a goddess over me, an island queen. “Getting close,” I choked, knowing I couldn’t keep watching her, feeling her wrapped around me, sucking me into her, without reaching the brink soon. Too soon.
Her hands lowered to my chest and she shifted, hammering up and down on me, dragging herself so I was in and out of her in a rush of intense friction.
“You make me wild,” she gasped, choked and smoky sounding.
“I want to tame you,” I said, and she slammed down on me. Her head fell forward, chin to her chest and the clenching over my dick set off the release in me. Powerful and rushed, I erupted inside her, holding her at the hip so nothing escaped. I wanted it all in her, deep in her channel, filling her with only me. She cried out, a guttural sound of relief, and one hand fisted while it rested on my chest. 
Falling forward, her body covered mine. Her head came to my chest and my fingers combed through the damp streaks. She rolled so her mouth covered my left pec, and she kissed me there. I remembered the first time she did that. This time she lingered like before, and I wondered what she whispered to me, silently praying it was words I longed to hear again.
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Juliet
 
I didn’t know where the sudden rush of desire came from, but it gnawed at me, telling me to take him. 
The power lies within you. It was as if the island spoke to me, encouraging me to take from him, and then he told me the same thing. 
Take what you need. Take everything. I wanted it all from him, and I didn’t even know what that would include. My lips pressed to his chest, my mouth infusing the words—I love you—directly into his heart. I didn’t think he was ready for such emotion after such a short time. We’d only been reunited for three days. It wasn’t like he was asking for a lifetime. 
With that thought, I released him slowly, removing my lips from his damp chest and sitting up. He slipped out of me, and his moisture seeped from my core. He could have gotten me pregnant. I hadn’t given it a thought when we were on the island before. He’d had no need of condoms, not expecting a woman to be on the island with him. When we did make love, I never considered it, until I missed my period. It was another reason I had gone to see him at Corbin Industries.
I looked down at him, under me. His eyes had closed, and his chest heaved. I had no idea what type of father he’d be. It hadn’t mattered. My period was simply late, an adjustment to the return to civilization. I’d been taking pills to stave off the flow, like they give women in the military, and my body hadn’t adjusted to the end of the supply. This time, we had no preventative protection. 
“Baby, you okay?” he asked, snapping me out of my reverie. 
“I’m exhausted,” I laughed, surprised at my lack of endurance for sex. Suddenly, I was drained, as if all the blood leaked out of me. He sat up and tugged me to him, holding me pressed against his chest. A strange tension floated around us, as if there were words to be said, but couldn’t be formed yet. He kissed my shoulder.
“How about some sustenance?” he muttered, and I giggled into his neck at the formality of the words. The tension dissipated and I slipped off of him. 
“I need a shower.” The statement hung between us, and we both laughed. There was no shower here. This was not a resort. This island had been redemption, and it would be it again. 
“How about a dip?” He nodded toward the water, and I followed his nakedness as he sprinted for the salty sea. Eventually, he dove like an expert, disappearing under the darkening water as evening had taken over. Darkness was coming, and I noted the midnight blue chasing the lighter-colored sky. It had been a long time since I’d noticed the sky as much as I had the past few nights. 
Unlike Tack, I simply walked into the water and lowered to my shoulders, tipping my head back to wet my sweat-laden hair and rinse it in the sea. The salt would cling to us as we dried, but the water was refreshing after rolling in the sand, sweaty bodies attached to one another. I had a strange sensation that something was watching me, but the feeling disappeared when Tack popped out of the water before me. Reaching for my jaw, he tugged me to him, kissing me before playfully dunking me in the water.
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The Island smells your fear
 
They’d consummated their love again, joining their bodies as one, but left the words unspoken. She was troubled by the silence, but she playfully ignored it. The water washed over them, salty and rejuvenating, a baptism of sorts that cleansed them both. The past drifted away, though not entirely forgotten. How could she explain she’d fallen for a man who tried to assault her? It wasn’t something she could say as way of introduction.
He almost raped me, but he didn’t.
Then he burned the building where it happened.
She was confused by his gesture. 
She wondered what they were doing on the island. What was the benefit of returning here? Confusion consumed her when they first arrived. She could do nothing but stare, numb at the extravagant display of his wealth. The larger tent, the elaborate dining table, and the expensive chairs spoke as if they were at a resort instead of an island that had been their banishment. 
She’d wanted freedom when she first came here, she had told him. She longed for independence. How things had changed, she thought.
One night, everything was stripped away.
Another night, a promise of something more stitched her back together.
Redemption was about a second chance. Was she on the island for another chance with him? Could they recapture what they had or were they only here to finish what they started—seeking absolution? 
It had only been one night. Two years had passed. The thought struck her. The date had to be near the anniversary of her first coming to the island. 
Oh, the irony, she thought. One night took, one night gave. 
He’d been asking. He didn’t want to take. He wanted permission. 
But what did she want?
The answer was as clear as the water surrounding her. He swam before her, playfully acting as if he were a fish. He was different here. 
Here made him better. 
Here made her stronger.
But here wasn’t where they could live, and she knew that. She wiped a hand through her wet hair and laughed in response to him. Her laughter ruffled the leaves as it joined with the breeze. She hadn’t laughed in a long time, and happiness rippled through her, unfamiliar but welcome. It felt good to laugh, just like it felt good to let him in. Her body recognized him, relished in the firmness of him. She already wanted a second round. 
A second chance. 
I want someone to care about me, she’d told him in the past. Some things did not change. The island stood as witness and watched. She felt it speak to her. 
Take what you want, the water whispered to her. Let this be your chance.
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Juliet
 
 After we swam, he made us grilled fish and vegetables over a small Hibachi. This at least felt familiar. I refused the formal seat at the table, telling him we should make a picnic of it, spreading the table cloth over the sand by the fire. He’d given me a moment of privacy after we swam and I draped myself in a towel. He wore the same thing wrapped around his hips, and we laughed at how native we’d become. Again, it felt good to laugh.
He fed me off his fork. I fed him with my fingers. It was romantic in its own way, not the forced way he originally intended. After cleaning up the dishes, we sat by the fire with our own thoughts. He’d taken a blanket and wrapped it around us. We still wore only our towel-dressings. The night chattered as it had before with birds chirping, the ocean gently lapping, and the breeze rustling the leaves. It was peaceful, like my heart at the moment.
“What’re you thinking?” he asked.
“How things change.” I paused. “I feel like the island recognizes me. It’s telling me things, but I don’t understand their meaning. Silly, right?”
“Garvey would say you are one with nature.”
“Explain Colton, his son, to me. I thought you disliked him.”
“I learned that Garvey was instrumental in getting me into restorative justice. His grandfather and my great-grandfather had some kind of understanding. When he learned I was in trouble, he went to my father. His son had gone through this process. I asked Garvey about the experiment.”
“Was he involved?” I asked, shifting to look up at him from my position between his thighs.
“He wasn’t. I should have known better. He believes this island is sacred. He trusts in his cultural heritage. He believed I was here alone, but he also recognized that finding you here was a sign. Nature speaking, in some way.”
“So you believe it? Getting in touch with nature and everything?”
“Can't get any more one with nature than eating dinner nearly naked,” he replied playfully, his finger tugging at my hair. I laughed in response and silence slipped between us again. My thoughts turned serious.
“So many things I'm sorry for,” I said, my voice low.
“Me too,” he said swiping back his hair. He looked more like I remembered. Not so polished. “Trusting Rick. Being a dick. So many things I can't take back.”
“You still feel responsible for me, don’t you?” The question made me sad.
“I feel love for you.”
I spun to face him, my eyes searching his.
I still love you, I wanted to say, but I didn’t. I couldn’t explain why I still held back.
“Come inside the tent,” I said instead. I stood and stalked to the canvas structure, his presence following me as he moved from his seat by the fire. Just inside the flaps, I removed my towel. Slowly, stepping forward, I lowered and kneeled onto the mattress. It was lusher than his original one. A thick blanket softened the edges.
“And the vixen has returned,” he muttered directly behind me, having caught up to me.
Crawling forward on the bed, my bare ass exposed to him, he grabbed my ankle, halting me in the position.
“I want to have you my way. Can you trust me?”
I looked at him over my shoulder, my hair loose and tucked to one side around my neck. The truth was I did trust him, but I couldn’t explain it any more than my love for him. I nodded instead.
“Stretch forward, reach for the edge of the mattress.” The command made me wet, heat rose between my thighs. I did as he asked. Reaching forward like a lazy cat, my fingers found the edge of the mattress.
“Lift your hips.”
I purred in response, not recognizing my own noises. Firm hands caressed my ass, a warm massage to the cool skin.
“I won't ever tie you up again unless you ask me. And we'll stop if it's too intense.” His voice was husky, his attention focused on spreading the globes of my behind apart and gripping my hips. My heart raced with the possibility. I didn’t know if I could handle him going there.
“We'll play this my way.” The phrase made me catch my breath, and he rubbed a hand up my spine to calm my fears. “Blink can be our safe word.” On instinct, I blinked without responding verbally.
He smoothed over tender skin and my hips shifted, following the warmth of his palm. He smacked me once, and I yelped, and then he slammed into me without warning. I shifted forward with the fierce thrust, then curled back against him, drawing him deeper. My fingertips dug into the edge of the mattress. I purred again.
“Like that, baby,” he muttered, his voice choppy as he hammered into me. Our skin slapped together, the slick sound of moisture working between us. He held my hips for stability and then reached around my abdomen, lowering for that sacred spot near my core. His finger circled as his dick filled me with sharp thrusts, his tip hitting a spot that triggered an instant response. I screamed, pressing back against him, holding him deep inside me.
“That’s my Mouse,” his voice hissed, harsh and rushed. He leaned forward, and cupped both my breasts, using them as leverage to force me against him. “Another one,” he whispered into my shoulder blade and the tension built again. He tweaked my nipples, twirling them with his finger and thumb. He tugged them forward, pinching hard. I crashed again with a low animalistic growl.
He grunted behind me, setting himself upright. The slapping sound continued. He pressed inward, hitting the same sensitive spot again. A fluttering rumbled, a tickle of promise, but I thought it might take too long to reach another orgasm. I sensed him tightening. 
“One more,” he strained. 
“Can’t,” I exhaled, my breaths coming in short rasps. 
“Touch yourself,” he commanded, and I did as he said, leaving one hand wrapped around the mattress, the other scrambling for my clit. I felt him drawing in and out of me, the firm ridges of him gracing the edge of my knuckles as I touched myself.
“Tack!” I screamed, overwhelmed with the sensation, the animalistic ritual of mating like this, and the pure euphoria of another orgasm. He pressed me forward as he stilled and washed the inside of me with the pressure of his release. His palm forced me flat, and he collapsed over me, his head reaching the pillow next to mine.
“You okay, baby?” he asked with a rasping voice, gasping for air. I nodded. I had no words.
He withdrew and returned with something to clean me. I was sticky and sweaty but didn’t have the energy to move. Tack climbed up next to me and pulled me to him. He kissed my forehead.
“Remember that discussion we had about dominants and submissives?”
I snorted in response.
“If you had to research that topic, based on what we just did, what would you think?”
It was strange to think he recalled those early, ignorant questions. 
“Still think the female dominates because it's her call. She hands her power to you.” My heart pinched that he still might want those things. We hadn’t discussed the club and its outcome, other than him burning it to the ground.
“Is that what you did just now? Gave me power over you?”
I hesitated before I responded.
“I gave you my heart. That means you have power over me.” My voice was low as I spoke, not looking up at him, but aiming the words over his chest. His fingers had been scratching lightly up my back, but they froze with my words. He didn’t respond, and I worried I’d admitted too much. His chest rose and fell, and I assumed he yawned.
“I think you broke me, baby.”
I twisted to look up at him, finding his eyes already closed.
“Did I hurt you?” I wondered, sensing the soreness in my own body.
“Only when you left me, Mouse. Only when you left me.”
 
+ + 
 
That night, I woke from the heat. Tack only shifted away from me as I moved from under his arm. Slipping from the bed, I found my way to the edge of the beach. I’d returned my bathing suit to my body, wanting to sit in the water and cool my thoughts. My body tingled with all the things he’d done to me. My heart raced with every sweet word he said. I didn’t want our time on the island to end, but I knew it would.
We’d had a time limit before.
We were supposed to complete a year. Instead, it had been cut short, and I thought back to when I learned what Lillian had done.
“We could see you were developing feelings for him. That wasn’t what we thought would happen.”
How could they have known, I remembered thinking. Hidden camera was my answer. She’d been watching me until the snake dislodged the first one. They installed a second one when she returned at the end of the first month. Discovering I had been sick worried Lillian, but the experiment must continue, she decided. What a fool I’d been to trust in her.
The storm knocked the second camera away, and that’s when they decided to rescue me. My death wouldn’t result in a positive field study. Falling in love with my perpetrator, as Lillian called him, wasn’t the result she expected either.
“Did you expect me to kill him?” The snarky expression Lillian gave me in response to my question hadn’t answered me. I didn’t know what she predicted. I only knew I failed. I loved him. I let him go. And even though we had returned to the island, I didn’t know how to get back to who we had been before we left.
“Hey,” Tack said, his voice groggy as he sat behind me. His legs surrounding me on either side, his hands rubbing at my shoulders. “You’re up early.”
“I was too warm,” I replied, as his lips kissed my shoulder. “Need coffee?” I questioned with a giggle. 
“Need you,” he said, and the length of him pressed into my backside. I moaned. “Are you sore?” 
I rolled my head against his shoulder, and he shifted his body to crawl before me. On his knees, he walked backward in the water, taking my hands in his and tugging me toward him. Without a word, he led me deeper into the morning water, calm from a night at rest, and lightening in the dawn. When we were deep enough, he removed my bikini bottom, slung it over his shoulder and slowly entered me. My hands braced me on the sandy bottom, the weightlessness of the water lifting me along with his arm curled around my lower back. He moved deliberately, the ocean lapping over his back gently pushing him forward, filling me with a sluggish rhythm. 
“Don’t want to wake without you,” he said softly, as if not to break the silence of the early morning hour. “Where did you go?” 
I’d already told him I was too warm, but he read more into my exit from the bed. 
“Lost in my head,” I said, my voice hitching as he swam forward, filling me.
“Don’t think,” he said, kissing me too briefly. “Not yet.” He stilled and the pulse of him inside me let me know he’d found what he needed this morning. He lowered my back and my bottom hit the sand. He reached between us and played with that sensitive place that needed attention. He pulled out of me, and sat back, spreading my knees. His free hand pushed at the water, forcing it to lap at my tender entrance while his fingers continued to toy with me. He watched where he touched me, his concentration on pleasing me. 
I came softly, the feeling washing over me as the water licked at my core. As I settled, Tack returned to brace himself over me, his arms caging me in. My knees rose around his hips as his legs floated behind him, allowing the water to support him. He kissed me sweetly, sucking at my lips.
“Don’t leave me,” he muttered, and my heart pinched. There was nowhere I wanted to go.
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Tack
 
There were moments I sensed her pulling back from me. In my desperation to keep us in the present, I found myself pushing her harder, faster, than I planned for us to go. Making her come on the boat. Entering her from behind. These weren’t things I had predicted would happen, but I found being on the island heightened my need for her, increasing my desire to keep her connected to me as much as possible.
I suggested we take a short hike after breakfast. I wanted to show her the tree house. Viewing it wasn’t meant to scare her, but I also wanted her to know how severe that storm had been, how close we were to losing each other more than we had. 
She didn’t have her hiking boots, not knowing this was our destination so stomping through the jungle in her flip-flops was laborious. The paths we’d etched into the foliage with constant trekking from one dwelling to the other had long since disappeared, swallowed up by new growth. We hiked forward, occasionally wondering if we’d passed it or not gone far enough. Either way, we fell into our comfortable routine of walking with one another, taking an adventure as we crossed under the canopy overhead. Eventually, we broke through the trees into a space where the trunks stood sparsely apart. There we found what we were looking for.
One half of the hut still remained in the tree, surprisingly still intact, hugging the thick trunk like a koala cub. The other half lay as rubble, crumbled and broken on the jungle floor. Two years didn’t seem like enough time to pass, but the vines and the foliage covering it made the wreckage appear like it had been longer. I passed Juliet to near the heap. She remained a statue staring up at the broken structure.
“It was one of the best homes I had,” she said, her voice silencing the chattering of birds in the overhead leaves. “Growing up I had a decent home, small, but comfortable in Baltimore. When I moved in with my uncle, the filth of his trailer was the worst thing I’d experienced. When I went to college, I didn’t move into a dorm. I lived with Chellie. It was a dump, because it was all we could afford. I think a pimp lived on the floor below us.”
She shivered with the thought, and my blood froze at the idea.
“I own the building where The Mouse Trap is located. Bought it for cheap and finished an apartment on the second floor. In many ways, it replicates this space,” she nodded to the fallen tree house. “Miller says it’s like a jungle.” She laughed without humor.
“I’d like to see it.” The comment startled her and she looked at me as if she forgot I was with her. Her arms crossed in a protective manner around her mid-section.
“This tree house was one of the only homes I knew after I lost my family. Not a house, a home, like when my family was alive.”
A strange question came to mind.
“Do you want a family? Want kids?” I don’t know why I even asked, but she answered instantly.
“I do.” She looked away from me, her hands cupping her elbows. Her expression pinched, as if she were about to risk something and questioned the truth. “I thought I was pregnant when I came to see you.” 
“What?” I growled, as my heart dropped. My fists clenched as I took two giant steps toward her. She shrugged as her eyes flipped up to mine.
“I hadn’t gotten my period. I thought, maybe…” She shrugged again as her voice faltered. “But it was a false alarm. My body hadn’t adjusted. I was no longer taking the medication they gave me to hold off my period.” 
 I reached out for her shoulders and tugged her to my chest. Holding her head pressed to my heart, I enveloped her, holding her as tight as I could. 
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. I’ll give you babies, I thought. I’ll give you everything you want. A house. A home. Just don’t ever leave me again.
She gently pushed off my chest after a few minutes and walked toward the tree, something catching her eye. She stepped forward and her hand came up to the thick trunk. Her finger traced over what was etched in the jungle bark. J M + T C.
She spun to face me. “How did I miss this?” Her mouth curled at the edges.
“I carved it after you left. I wanted the island to remember us.” It was my turn to shrug. I blew out a breath. “But now I want to make love to you against that tree as a big fuck you to this island. Fuck you for that tree house breaking.” My voice rose. “And fuck you, hurricane, for giving you to me and then taking you away from me.” I swiped hastily through my hair, wishing to pull at it. I was so pissed about the potential of her having my family without me. We weren’t finished here, I cursed at the broken tree house.
“We didn’t have enough time,” I muttered.
My eyes drifted down to her. A sheepish grin filled her face. 
“We have time now, right?” She’d positioned herself against the tree trunk just under the heart drawn around our initials. Her hand came to the waist of her shorts and she unsnapped the button.
My head tilted. “What are you doing?” My voice lowered with intrigue. Her fingers unzipped her shorts and then her hands reached to her sides and flattened against the thick trunk at her back.
“Up against the tree?” she questioned, raising an eyebrow.
“God, I love you,” I said, the words escaping without a thought as I rushed to her. My mouth captured hers, cutting off any response. My lips greedily consumed hers, and I cupped her jaw before slipping a hand to her shorts and hastily pushing them down her thighs. She slid one ankle free, and I stood to glide a finger into her.
“So ready for me,” I muttered, working at my own belt buckle and forcing my shorts to my knees. She reached for me, stroking over the length, tugging me to her. I bent to accommodate our heights and slipped into her. Standing to my full height, she wrapped her legs around my hips and we raced to the finish. This would be hard and fast. A fuck you to this island because it didn’t beat us.
“So wet,” I mumbled as she said, “So hard. So deep.” I jostled her over me and her back fell against the tree trunk. One hand came to the massive expanse of bark behind her, covering the heart I carved two years ago. We rocked in unison, her drawing me into her, me filling her to the hilt. 
“I can’t get enough of you,” I muttered into her damp neck, peppering her with kisses there. The pleasurable tension built quickly. Her legs clenched my waist, and her hands fisted in the back of my shirt. She hollered my name and feeling the familiar grip of her around me, I stilled letting my release fill her. 
My forehead came to her shoulder as I silently sent up a prayer for a small miracle. Panting heavily, we remained like this only momentarily before her legs slipped from my hips. I bent shaky knees to allow her feet to hit the ground and slipped out of her. I watched as fluid slid down her thighs. My fingertip reached for the drip, pressing it up and forcing it into her. 
Stay, I commanded, although I knew it didn’t work that way. She reached for my face, palms against my cheeks and tugged my mouth to hers. With a smile on her lips, she kissed me. 
“Let’s clean up,” I said, after a minute of her delicious lips working mine.
 
+ + 
 
The pressure of time weighed on us, hinting at a finish line. I followed behind her as we headed to the pond. The rustle of water falling filled our ears as we stepped closer. We undressed silently and I walked into the cold water before her.
“Shit,” I bellowed. “I forgot how cold this is.”
She giggled behind me and I spun to face her, watching her descend into the water, not fazed by the chill. Her breasts stood erect, nipples peaked from the cool temperature. Her hands skimmed the surface as she lowered. She was looking at me in a way that made me shiver and it wasn’t the cool pool around me.
“Am I forgiven?” she asked, and the question startled me.
“Forgiven?” I questioned, lowering into the depths of the water, swimming backward for the ledge near the falls.
“For leaving you. For killing your best friend. For everything.” The comment brought me to a halt.
“Juliet,” I exhaled. “I’ve never held you accountable. It was shocking, and I was upset, but I didn’t blame you directly. I told you once I didn’t think he deserved to die for being a dick, but he was a dick. He wasn’t nice. He wasn’t always cruel, and sometimes he was better to me than my family, but I won’t excuse him for what he did.”
She nodded, paddling lazily toward me.
“But am I forgiven?” Her voice dropped an octave. “I never intended it to happen as it did. I was angry, but I never could have imagined I had the strength in me.”
“I think it was more a lucky stab,” I corrected, not mocking her, but clarifying. I didn’t think she had the physical strength either, but she cut him at the jugular, and it killed him. “But yes, I forgive you.”
The ripple of the falls filled a momentary silence between us. I cleared my throat.
“What about me?” I questioned, swallowing a sudden lump in my throat. “I don’t think I’ve forgiven myself completely for being there, for the thoughts I had. For what I’d almost done.”
She nodded, her lips pursing as she looked away. 
“I think I’ve come to terms with the fact that you didn’t. You didn’t do anything. You took a horrendous experience and stopped while you could. Do I wish you’d done more? Sometimes yes. I wish it had never happened to me. That you’d stopped Rick before he started. But I think I understand the relationship with him. Once Rick did what he did, and it was your turn, you didn’t follow through. Sometimes I want to know what would have happened next, had you finished your part?”
I pressed through the water, reaching for her, firmly covering her shoulders.
“I would have never let Rory or Smack touch you.”
“You say that now.”
“It’s true. I think back on that night as well, and I know I would have claimed you as mine. Had I passed the test, I would have challenged Rick and said you were coming with me.”
“You say that in hindsight,” she corrected.
“I say that in truth.” The statement was sharp, my tone clear. Despite my headspace that night, I would not have let another man touch her after me. I was confident I’d have stopped, but there was a small one-percent that told me I might not have. It was that percent that haunted me. I’d been given a second chance to prove myself to her, and I didn’t want to waste it. 
Suddenly, she dipped under the water, escaping my grasp. Her head disappeared a moment before she popped up for air. I wanted to touch her, press her against me to prove my heart raced for her, but a shaky line was dividing us. 
“I love this pond,” she said. “It clears my head,” she added, brushing back her soaked hair and reminding me of the first time I saw her on the island. She was screaming at me to get away from her. Her body language was in a state of transition. I was beginning to panic that it was presently telling me the same thing.
“I remember watching you touch yourself.” I wasn’t sure why I told her that memory. 
“Oh yeah,” she smirked, a devilish glint to her violet eyes. “Why did you like that?”
“First, it seemed like you wanted to tell me to fuck off.” She burst out laughing at the comment. “But then, you looked both peaceful and determined. Like you wanted me to know you were in control of who would touch you, who would control you, and maybe you wanted me to know what I’d missed out on.” My eyes playfully narrowed.
“I seem to recall you asking to kiss me in this pond and then letting me touch you.” Her tone teased, hardening me with the memory.
“You were quite the vixen. Again, I wanted you to see you could control me. It pleased me, make no doubt about that, but I wanted it to please you. Help you realize you controlled the situation between us.”
She lowered in the pond a little, covering her breasts with the cool water and swishing her arms around her, gently rippling the water.
“Do I still have the power?” she quietly asked.
“Do you want it?” I smirked. She stood tall, startling me, and water cascaded off her body in torrents. She stepped back and then turned for the flat rock near the edge of the pond.
“Mouse,” I called softly, worried I’d offended her. My heart raced with her retreat. She climbed up on the rock and sat facing me, legs spread, knees bent. I had a clear view of the center of her, her skin puckered and pink. Her eyes focused on my face, and I blinked at her only briefly before her fingers slid over her middle and down to those precious folds. Slowly she strummed herself. Her other hand braced on the rock, casually holding her upright. 
“Holy fuck,” I mumbled, wrapping a thick palm around myself and beginning to stroke as I watched. I’d been so hard the past twenty-four hours, I was beginning to worry I had an issue. I realized she was it. “You own me,” I blurted. She proved it time and again. Her current display was confirmation.
She smiled that devilish smile, taking pleasure in knowing she turned me on by turning on herself. Her head fell back, and her mouth opened in that perfect O, the same cylinder that engulfed me and swallowed me last night. The thought made me stiffen further, and my dick ached, on the edge of release.
“Mouse,” I hissed, warning her that I was there just watching her. Her head rolled forward, and her mouth curled as she slipped a finger inside herself and moaned deliciously. Her lids lowered lazily, and I burst at the sight. She was the best porn I’d ever watched, and I meant that as the greatest compliment. I stepped forward, kicking water as I moved toward the rock. Her finger made a slicking sound.
“I want my turn,” I said, tugging back her hand. “Move to the edge.” She carefully came forward until her core neared my face. Lifting up on my toes, my lips lunged for her folds. My tongue dove deep, parting her, sucking at the slickness. My arm curled under her thigh, and my hand clapped over it. I tugged her forward, hungrily lapping at her as her hand came to my head for balance.
“Tack,” she whimpered, but I wasn’t letting up. My tongue flattened, and I licked upward. 
“You.” I breathed over her heat. 
“Own.” I pursed my lips, exhaling onto her wet skin. 
“Me.” My mouth covered her entire clit, drawing her into my mouth before flicking her with my tongue again. She purred like she had last night, the rumbling animalistic growl building before her hands cupped my head, and she held me still while she came against my lips.
I reached up for her waist and pulled her to me, dipping us both in the water. My mouth found hers, but the kiss was brief.
“I want more than one kiss. I want them all.” I kissed her again, and she followed my lead. Desperation grew between us, the kisses harried and frantic. We were both spent. We couldn’t make love again, so our mouths had to say all that was left unsaid.
I see who you are.
I’m looking at you, she responded.
The conversation was reminiscent of the night she tried to kill me. A night of two frightened people on an island begging for attention, begging to be seen and understood by the other. 
A boat-horn peeled in the background, announcing the need to leave soon. 
I released her lips, tenderly pecking a final few.
“I will never stop wanting you,” she told me and my heart shattered with joy.
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The Island tastes your sorrow
 
She stood at the stern, watching the island grow smaller as the boat cleared the distance. His arms wrapped around her from the back. Their silence was louder than the catamaran engine, both lost in their own thoughts.
What next? she thought. For some reason, she couldn’t pull her eyes from the island as if when she stopped looking it would all be a dream. The moment it disappeared from her vision, nothing would exist again. He tugged her tighter to him, as if he read her mind. Kissing her shoulder, he spoke.
Want to sit in the sun on the bow? She shook her head. 
Too much heat, she replied, feeling exposed by the bright day, but her answer had a double meaning. Had it been too much, too fast? Were they going back, only to return to whom they were? Or were they moving forward, allowing themselves to finally be set free? 
Thank you, she whispered to the curve of the hip, the dip of the mountain side, and the hint of breast from the foliage. Thank you for strength and peace of mind. And him. The curse of him had become her blessing. It made no sense, and yet, she would not trade him. Sixty-nine days or twenty-four hours. She would not trade one minute of either. 
He tugged at her arm when the island was no more than a sliver, and she followed him inside to a large bench seat along the back of the cabin. He patted the space next to him, and she sat. When he pulled out the book, tears filled her eyes. His rugged voice read to her, drifting in and out, as her head came to his thigh. His fingers toyed with her hair.
“To be sure, an ordinary passerby would think that my rose looked just like you…But in herself alone she is more important than all the hundreds of other roses: because it is she that I have watered;…because it is she that I have listened to when she grumbled, or boasted, or even sometimes when she said nothing. Because she is my rose.” He read the words aloud, but he spoke them to her. A tear escaped.
In her head, she told him he was more than a hundred other little princes. He was hers. She tamed him.
God, I love you, he exploded in a moment of lust.
I wildly love you, she thought, but didn’t have the voice to speak. Fear rattled inside her that they were not headed for a beginning but had shared the end. Returning to the island turned back the clock, only to bring closure to what they had when they were not allowed to finish the relationship at the designated hour.
One year.
How cruel time had been. 
The breeze picked up around them, blowing sharply through the cabin. Her hair whipped across her face. It was as if the island sighed, exhausted and exasperated, exhaling her back to where she belonged. Not on the island. Not in his heart. Alone.
She was her own island, adrift in the sea of life. Content, but not happy. Stable, but not firmly planted. Lying in wait like the island they left behind.
 



21
 
Tack
 
I followed as she silently walked up the dock to the car waiting to drive us to the resort. Back at the hotel, I handed my bag to the resort manager and continued trailing her up the elevator to her door. I entered her room after her as she dropped her things and stood at the window, still not speaking.
“Mouse, what’s the matter?” I couldn’t take the quiet between us any longer. It ripped at my heart and gnawed at my nerves. Her back remained to me as she stared out the window, closing herself off from me as she had over the hours it took us to get back to this island.
“It’s over, isn’t it?” she spoke to the balcony window. Evening hadn’t quite pressed away the day, but the sky was shifting. The clouds were dark and ominous. “It was only the island, wasn’t it?”
“What was only the island?” I asked, stepping closer behind her. 
“The island made us what we were.” She spun to look at me, her arms crossed in that way she had of holding herself together. 
“Were?” I hesitated, my heart racing. Panic surged through my veins.
“Wild,” she whispered. “We were wild there.”
One corner of my mouth tweaked upward. We were wild there. Making love five times. Giving her multiple orgasms in twenty-four hours. It had been incredible.
“I want to be tamed.”
The words startled me. 
“What are you saying?”
“I don’t want to just be wild.” Her voice shook as she lowered to her knees, spreading them and placing her hands on her thighs. I’d made this same move for her. When her head lowered, my heart leapt. “I want to be tamed by you.”
“Mouse,” I questioned. She shook her head, not looking up at me. “Are you saying it’s over, or do you want more?”
“I want to know we can be like that here. That it wasn’t just the island, and the isolation, but how we feel for one another.” I lowered to squat before her.
“Mouse, I already told you...” At least, I thought I had through every gesture, every touch, every comment. I loved her; did she not see it?
“I won’t ever be enough for you. You wanted more on that night, that’s why you were there. You wanted to dominate. You wanted control. I give the power to you. You want permission, and I’m giving it to you.”
I wasn’t sure I understood, but my dick stood at attention. I had a new plan. 
“Stand,” I commanded, and she did, as did I.
“Turn around.” I flicked off the low light as she spun to face the balcony. We didn’t need the electric lights. 
“Open the blinds wider.” The wash of light backlit her silhouette, accentuating her curves. “Strip.”
She did as I said, stepping out of her sandals first. Her shirts came next, the first slipping down her arms to pool on the floor and the second tugged over her head, forcing her hair to loosen. Once her bra was unclasped, the outline of her back was exposed, two sharp dimples peeking over her waistband. I leaned against the bedpost, my mouth growing dry. Her hands came to her waist, and she wiggled her hips to lower her shorts, removing her underwear as well. She stood still a moment, legs spread, hands fisted at her side. The silhouette of her body was burned in my memory. She was art personified. 
“Climb on the bed.” My eyes watched her slow movements as she crawled up the heightened mattress. It occurred to me this is what she meant. This wasn’t a mattress on a pallet in a tent by the shore. This was a real bed. In a room. Inside a building. While it was still a fantasy that she was with me, willing to let me do what I wanted to her, this was real, and she needed me to prove it.
I undressed quickly while she lay in the same position she had only last night: her ass in the air, facing me. Her arms stretched for the edge of the bed, but I had a different position for this evening. I climbed up behind her, coaching her to move forward.
“Grip the headboard, but stay on your knees.”
I spread my thighs behind her, while I sat back on my ankles. My palm caressed up her spine.
“Is this what you want?” I whispered. “Is this what you need?” I fisted her hair in my hand, tugging her head gently back to me. “Do you not hear? Do you not see? With every touch I give you, I’m telling you how I feel about you. This isn’t the island, and this isn’t a fantasy.”
I released her hair and lifted her hips so I could position myself under her. I held my dick erect, rubbing it through the crack of her ass, teasing her. I paused at her entrance, already damp with desire, and she moaned, her head lowering forward.
“Don’t let go of that bar,” I commanded.
I slid myself away from her, teasing her once again.
“Not a fantasy,” I muttered, drawing forward through her wet heat. “I love you wildly,” I growled, as I slammed into her, forcing her to impale herself on the length of me. I tried to ignore that she hadn’t responded with words to me. She let out a yelp, and I stilled momentarily, allowing her to adjust to my depth. 
“This lesson will be quick,” I snapped, gripping her hips and lifting her to be lowered just as rapidly. The heat of her stroked each ridge of my dick, and she rode me under the guidance of my hands. Slowly, I rose up on my knees, pressing her forward, shifting the angle and delving in deeper. My hands released her hips and slipped around her, resting on either side of her own on the headboard. I pummeled into her as she pressed back on me with equal force. 
“For some reason, you haven’t learned yet. I. Love. You.” I slammed into her, releasing the bar and reaching for her jaw. Tipping her head back to rest on my shoulder, I pressed under her chin. “Say it,” I demanded.
“I love you, too,” she snapped. Her eyes rolled back, and her mouth hung open. 
“Feel it,” I commanded.
“I feel it,” she said, her voice rising as she clenched over me, milking me with the tightness of her. She moved my hand from her chin to her chest, trying to flatten my palm over her left breast. Her heart raced beneath her skin, and I knew what she was saying. In there, she felt me. 
“So close,” I whispered. “Too fast.”
“Faster,” she breathed, and the rhythm between us increased. The bed squeaked; the headboard hit the wall. 
“Too close,” I barked and she pressed down on me. She stilled, and her core clenched, denotating the release from me, exploding inside her while she groaned in relief.
“Wildly,” she exhaled while her body rocked over mine, but I had nothing left to give her. She bled me dry and stars danced before my eyes.
“Wildly,” I said, pressing my head to her shoulder. “So don’t leave me.”
 
+ + 
 
We lay wrapped in the sheet, her halfway over me. We kissed, and we talked, and we kissed some more.
“What next?” she asked.
“I thought I’d follow you to Baltimore.”
“I’ve moved to St. Michaels on the shore.”
I smiled slowly. I actually already knew that, but I hadn’t told her how I’d found her or how I’d gotten her to this island.
“The beach it is,” I said, leaning upward to take her lips again. Her fingers tickled through the coarse hairs on my chest, and I released her, sensing she had more to ask. 
“Where’s Calliope Industries located?” Her voice hesitated.
“It’s in Baltimore.” I brushed back her hair, giving her a sheepish grin. “We’ll work it out.” I pressed my thumb between her brows sensing her worry and not understanding where it was coming from. We’d had an amazing two days and nearly two nights. I wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was she. I leaned forward, reaching for her lips with mine, drawing her down to me. She lay across my chest, continuing to tickle the short hairs there as her mouth tickled mine.
Suddenly, a loud rapping sound came at her door.
“I’m going to kill that Miller,” I snorted, breaking free of her mouth while her forehead came to rest on my chest. 
“I’ll be right back,” she said, rising up from the bed. I sat up, following her and reached for her hips.
“You can’t answer the door like that,” I teased, pulling her toward me again as we tumbled back to the pillows. 
Another rap at the door broke our kiss.
Slipping away from me, she picked up my shirt from the floor and draped it over herself. She drowned in the linen material, which fell sheer over her body. I hated that Miller would get a good look at her goods through the thin fabric.
The door opened and in an instant the resort manager stood at the end of the bed.
“I’m so sorry to bother you, Boss, but the weather. There’s a storm coming. It’s not looking good.” I sat up, swiping my hand through my hair, attempting to smooth it. Marco wasn’t the type to intrude, so his presence was a warning. Something large was heading for the island.
“I’ll be right there,” I said, shifting to the left of the bed, keeping myself covered until Marco exited the room. “Wait for me in the hall,” I called after him. Juliet was already handing me my shorts. She reached for the hem of my shirt and slipped it over her head.
“Damn, I like you in my clothing, Mouse, and if you have to take it off, I want to stay, but I need to see what this is all about.” I reached forward, cupped her jaw and tugged her to me. Our mouths crashed together, and I drank her in, gulping at her, feeling the separation before I’d even left the room.
“Get some rest,” I said, lowering my head to hers. “I love you.” The words felt unfamiliar and yet comfortable crossing my lips.
“Wildly,” she replied, tipping up on her toes to kiss me in return. The situation seemed vaguely familiar. The smile in her tone, the gleam in her eyes, the promise of something more lingered until I was out her door, closing it behind me. As I stalked down the hall with Marco, a memory flashed. She looked at me in the same way she had the last time. When it was the last time I saw her.
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Juliet
 
I’d fallen asleep, exhausted from the physical activity of the past thirty-six hours. I don’t know what came over me when we returned. Sadness struck deep, and I couldn’t snap out of it, the foreboding feeling of the end wrapped around my heart, cutting off reason. I loved him, I told myself as I drifted off to sleep, and he loved me, I reassured.
The night passed too quickly as far as I was concerned, but when I woke without a trace of Tack’s return, I had new worries. Outside the balcony, the sky looked almost as dark as the night in the distance. Storm clouds filled the horizon. It wasn’t raining but the wind was blowing. The temperature had dropped considerably and the waves rolled angrily over one another in the ocean. I dressed after a quick shower, deciding I’d go in search of Tack.
I’d entered the lobby, heading for the front desk to inquire about the manager’s office when I was intercepted by Abby.
“Looking for Tack?” She eyed me, her blue eyes narrowed as if naturally that thin. Her blonde hair was perfectly pulled up to a high ponytail, in contrast to the wet mess at the back of my neck. She wore a stylish low-cut shirt with capris.
“I was hoping to find him in…” My voice drifted as she looped her arm with mine, leading me toward the lobby bar which doubled as a breakfast area. The lobby in general sounded busy, bustling with voices and the scrape of suitcase wheels over tile.
“Let’s chat, shall we?” I stumbled as she tugged me, her height taller than mine and I realized again that she and Tack made a striking couple, with her perfectly thin body and extra height. Her blonde tresses accentuated his brown locks, reminding me of models paired for their complementing features.
We sat at a small table for two, and Abby signaled someone for coffee. Then she jumped into her warning.
“Let’s get a few things straight. Tack and I have been betrothed since birth. We fit each other. We understand one another. I know things he’s done.” Her squinty eyes narrowed further. “I understand his little obsession with you. That Front Door business and all, but once Branson found you—”
“Branson found me,” I interrupted her. “What do you mean found me?”
“You didn’t know?” she asked, feigning remorse at telling a secret. Thin fingers covered her lips in a move perfected by movie stars. “Branson Marx is a private investigator from Baltimore.”
The air between us thickened, dropping lower than the temperature outside.
“Tack was looking for you,” she shrugged. “He had unfinished business, he said. But I think he’s only interested in your business.” Her eyes lowered, and she cupped the coffee mug that had been placed in front of her. I’d hardly noticed the waitress delivering the steamy liquid. I hadn’t touched mine. My hands gripped the edge of my seat, as if holding me to it so I didn’t launch over the small table and scratch out her weasel-like eyes.
“I don’t believe you,” I said, my voice cracking, but feeling braver than I sounded. “It’s so small compared to his.”
“He knows what you are. That’s why he calls you Mouse. You’re a rat. Vermin to be exterminated. He’ll destroy your organization, erasing you from his past.”
“Why would he do that?” I asked, too startled to think straight.
“Because he loves power.” She shrugged, as if the answer were that simple. “He’ll swallow it up and pretend it was his idea. A reformed man helping deprived woman. Brilliant, actually.” She sat back and crossed her arms over her middle. Her legs crossed as well.
My mouth moved, but no sound escaped. 
She paused and leaned forward, wrapping her hands around her mug once again. “But what I want to know is, what were you doing in that club in the first place unless you were asking for something?”
“I worked there,” I blurted, offering too quickly the truth, noting it was the wrong answer. She would misunderstand, but I was too angry to care what she thought.
“Tack has needs, sweetheart,” she said in a condescending voice. “And only someone strong like me can give him what he wants, when he wants it.” Her brow rose, implying that she was willing to let him have her.
I pressed off the table, feeling it wobble under my weight.
“You’re the type of woman that makes other women hate being a woman.” I stepped away leaving her with that thought. I had no other words for her. As for her willingness to meet Tack’s needs, it wouldn’t happen without a fight.
I stomped toward the front desk, demanding to know where Marco’s office was. I was told that Marco wasn’t in his office but in Tack’s private suite on the third floor. Following the directions given, I took the stairs, hoping to release some negative energy before I reached his office. 
I knocked just as loudly as Marco had rapped on my door this morning. Immediately, it was opened, and I was faced by Branson.
“Is he here?” I demanded, noting the surprised expression on Branson’s face, which quickly passed. His hard edge returned, but I was not intimidated by his looks. Fueled by my anger, I brushed past him for the inner office. My breath caught momentarily at the alarming view. Floor to ceiling windows in what was obviously a corner room gave a stunning picture of the wild weather happening off in the distance. 
“Brenda, thanks for the…” Tack’s voice faded when he realized I wasn’t the bartender. “Mouse,” he said, rising from his chair and circling his desk. He reached out a hand for me, but I stepped back. Instantly, his face fell.
“Abby told me you’re engaged.” The words tumbled out, rocky and sharp.
“Branson, Marco—out.” Tack’s eyes turned a dark green flame I didn’t recognize, and the door clicked behind me. “She told me you were betrothed since birth. Family tradition and all,” I added, knowing Tack Corbin came from wealth, and that meant Abby Goodwin was a good match for him.
“She lied.”
“Abby said you have needs and only she can fulfill them.” At this his lips curled, sinister and pursed.
“Abby said, Abby said,” he mocked. “What else did Abby say?”
“She told me about Branson.”
The world spun for a moment. I sensed the movement of the clouds outside the window. The rough bow of the trees in the wind. Tack standing before me, saying nothing.
“She said he was a private investigator looking for me.”
Tack sat back on the edge of his desk, his hands curling around the lip, his knuckles turning white with the pressure.
“She said you want The Mouse Trap?” I questioned, my voice cracking. “Why would you want my business?” I swallowed the choking lump in my throat. “It’s all I have, Tack. It’s all I have.”
Marco barged into the room but neither of us moved.
“Boss, I’m sorry to interrupt, but they’re saying it’s a hurricane. We need to make a decision.”
“Evacuate,” Tack ordered, not moving his hands or blinking an eye.
“Sir,” Marco replied, standing behind me. 
“I’ll be there in a few minutes,” Tack said, his voice coming through clenched teeth.
The door clicked behind me again and I crossed my arms, waiting for an explanation.
“There is no donation, is there?”
“You want the money?” he inquired, looking up at me with eyes edged in black. “Take the damn money. Take all of it.”
“I didn’t want the money, and you know that. I only wanted you,” I snapped. The truth startled us both.
“And I wanted to be all you had,” he added, but the sound of his voice was too controlled, as if he were forcing the words from his mouth.
“Was this all a ruse?”
“It was a way to get you down here, yes. I didn’t want to take The Mouse Trap. I wanted to give you everything. I wanted to make it everything you wanted.” He paused, his eyes drifting up to mine. “And I wanted to finish what we started.”
My eyes blinked, burning as they filled with sorrow.
“What we started when?”
“You know when.” Something about the glare in his eyes bothered me. My mind flipped to that night. He wanted to own me—mind, body and soul. And now business. He wanted all of it. Control. Power. He said he liked to break things to conform to him. Hadn’t I already? Hadn’t I given him everything from me? Forgiveness. Love. Redemption. 
“Blink,” I said.
“What?” His eyes widened, his hands still gripping the desk as he leaned forward.
“My safe word. Blink.”
“It doesn’t work like that. It only works when…” Dawning came slowly. “When you no longer feel safe,” he added, his voice low and shaky.
“You don’t feel safe with me?” he asked, his tone jumping an octave. “You don’t trust me? I had a hundred ways I could have taken advantage of you, but I wanted you to give them to me. One at a fucking time.” His palm slapped on his deck making me flinch. “I trusted you to give me permission.” He beat at his chest. “I believed in you because you said you loved me.”
“I…” my mouth fell open but my heart raced behind my ribs. He looked wild and broken and my heart bled for him.
“You know what, you should go. Not only from the hurricane, but if you don’t feel safe with me, leave.” His words sharp, his head turned away from me, his cheek presented as if I’d slapped him. I’d done it before. He let me fuck him silly that night. He let me control him, giving me the power, because he trusted me to never hurt him.
Don’t leave me, he’d said a million times. Now, he was telling me to go.
Him refusing to look at me made my chest clench. I spun for the door and just as I reached it, I imagined I heard a soft cry.
“Mouse.” A single word, whispered as if he didn’t mean what he said. Silence followed, and I walked forward, assuming I misheard. I was used to my imagination playing tricks on me.
 
+ + 
 
I found Miller stylishly dressed in a sport coat, green shorts and a straw fedora, with his bag packed as he stood by my door. 
“I’m getting off this godforsaken island,” I muttered as I shoved the door open too quickly, and it slammed on the opposite wall.
“What happened? A little cat gave you too much tongue and now you’re scampering away?” Miller stood behind me as I stalked around my room, collecting the minimal things I’d brought.
“Hilarious,” I mumbled, pushing past him for the closet. I threw my suitcase on the bed and started haphazardly filling it. 
“Honestly,” Miller exhaled. “What happened?”
I briefly explained what Abby told me, and my confrontation with Tack.
“First of all, think about this. Why would he want our little slice of charity when his whole company is one big one?” In many ways, Miller was correct. Tack had no need of our company. The very philosophy of his company—finding resources to help others less fortunate—spoke of his charitability. He didn’t even need my ideas, he could simply create his own. My jewelry sales were no small potatoes, but he could educate five times the women we reached.
“Second, I’d never believe he was engaged to Barbie Abby. She’s too into herself, and he wants someone into him.” I stared at my best friend.
“He told me to leave.”
“And…” Miller was on a roll so there was no stopping him. “Do you really believe he wants to control you like that, all BDSM and shit? Collars and licking shoes and stuff? Or is it more about having your emotions? He wants you to feel something for him, which she does not.”
I paused, blinking up at my best friend. 
“He’s a powerful man. He can buy whatever he wants.”
“Maybe what he wants is someone to genuinely like him, not that moneygrubbing Barbie drooling after him, or a group of loser friends daring each other to take women.”
I was holding the shampoo bottle from the hotel, but I didn’t realize I’d been unscrewing and rescrewing the cap as a nervous tick. I squeezed the container at his words, and tropical-fragranced hair cleaner spurted out, covering the front of my shirt.
“Shit.” I ran back to the bathroom, removed my shirt and dumped it on the floor.
Forget it, I thought. I don’t need that one. I slipped on another tee, zipped my bag and followed Miller to the elevator, but something nagged at me. Was Miller correct about Tack? Did he want someone to love him for him? I’d learned he didn’t like to be alone, but could that loneliness match mine? Could his loneliness be a lack of confidence? I wanted someone to care about me. Didn’t he see that I did feel that way about him?
“This hurricane business is a bit frightening,” Miller said as we entered the elevator. “It’s freaking scary, actually, but so are lots of things in life.”
I didn’t understand what he was getting at and didn’t have time for Miller-philosophy. We needed to get back to the mainland. A hurricane was scary business. I’d been through one before. The thought gave me pause. My lip twitched with the need to smile at the memory. 
Miller placed a hand on my forearm.
“Etty, tell me what happened with him before today. Where were you yesterday?” His perfect eyebrow rose, and in the taxi to the airport, I explained how I’d given Tack the book, and it led to spending the night on the island again. 
“It was more than I imagined,” I said. I snorted softly with the thought, letting my head fall back on the backseat. Everything about Tack and I was more than I imagined. It was a fantasy of sexual freedom, emotional control, and friendship. And love. I loved him. I hadn’t told Miller my fears, that I would lose Tack when we left the island. I hadn’t shared that I begged Tack to possess me on the bed in my resort room, wanting him to prove we could be more than the island. 
“Isn’t that what love should be? More than we thought. More than we expected,” Miller wisely stated. We’d reached the airport and stood waiting for clearance for the tarmac. I turned to face Miller.
 “But look at how this all began. I mean, he almost…” I let the word float away, swallowing the pain of the past. “How can that be the start to a relationship?”
“It wasn’t a start,” Miller stated, nodding to agree. “But look at the finish line, Etty. Look where the race has led.”
“It’s led to me leaving,” I blurted, shaking the bag in my fist for emphasis.
“It led to him loving you, like he should. You’ve made the choice to leave.”
 “I...” I didn’t know how to respond. Had I misunderstood? I’d walked away once before, because I feared exposing Tack to Lillian would mean I’d lose him. Standing at the airport, it was only me who would lose out if I walked away. He’d been waiting for me all this time to find him. Suddenly, it occurred to me, in my fear that he’d eventually reject me, I rejected him. 
“The island sees,” I muttered, wiping a hand over my forehead. “I wasn’t looking.”
“What?” Miller asked, looking at his phone.
“I didn’t pay enough attention. He said…he said…” I paused. “He said he wanted to be all I had. He didn’t want the business but wanted to give me the money to make it all I wanted.” I looked up at Miller. “He was doing to it for me.” I swallowed as I looked out at the plane, and the line of people slowly walking toward it. 
“You said he felt responsible for you.”
“He does. But he also says he loves me.”
“He said that, huh?” Miller smirked, tweaking his eyebrow, smiling slowly at me as if he knew a secret. “What’s that thing about three blind mice? Oh right, see how they run.” He wiggled his fingers in the motion of walking away. “Maybe one mouse should wise up, tuck her tail between her legs, and hold her head higher? Trust in what was before her.” He tipped his chin, narrowing his eyes at me. “You have all the power, Etty. You can make whatever choice you please. The only person you need to justify it to is yourself.”
My heart raced with the thought. “Oh my God, Miller. What have I done?”
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Tack
 
“I think we’re all clear, Boss,” Marco said to me to as I helped him secure the wooden hurricane panels across my office windows. We’d emptied the hotel of guests and staff. Only a few people remained, scattered here and there. We convinced most people that the window of opportunity to leave was now or accept what came next. Some visitors had lived through several hurricanes and decided to weather the storm, not wanting to cash in on their vacation insurance. A few workers stayed at the hotel, finding the higher altitude and solid structure more protective than their village homes.
“Thank you, Marco,” I said as I stepped back and found Branson entering the office.
“Is everyone on the planes?” I swallowed the small lump in my throat. She’d left me. In my anger, I told her to go, and she did. After all that I’d learned, that she’d been forcibly removed from the island and had tried to see me at my father’s offices, I realized she’d never intended to leave me before. She’d kept her promise to find me. This time was different.
I’d been consumed with rage earlier, my arm sweeping the contents of my desk to the floor after the door clicked shut with her departure. I stepped behind it, examining the heap of papers I’d stacked on the smooth surface. My laptop and phone were thankfully not broken.
“Yes,” Branson answered. Hesitation in his voice forced me to look upward at him. His hair stood upright as if he just ran his fingers through it.
“What?” I barked.
“Where’s Juliet?” he asked, looking around the room.
“What do you mean where’s Juliet? You just said everyone boarded the planes.” My fist clenched and knocked at my desk, adrenaline slowly seeping into my veins like a junkie.
“She didn’t go.”
“What?” I shouted, slamming my fist downward.
“I was watching her, like you asked. One minute she was with Miller, and the next she was racing through the airport. I caught her just before the entrance. When I asked her what she was doing, she said she was coming back.” He paused. “She said she was coming back for you, actually.”
I slowly sat, stunned at the admission.
“So where is she?” I asked him as he stood there wondering the same thought. 
“I said I’d bring her here, but she slipped away.”
“What about Miller?”
“He got on the plane.”
“Okay,” I shook my head, still processing that she hadn’t left. She was coming back for me, but where was she? The rumble of my hurricane panes reminded me of the imminent danger around us. I stood abruptly. 
“We need to find her. I want this entire resort searched. Get Marco to help you if he’s still here.” I walked around my desk and headed for my own search.
My first stop was her room, finding a T-shirt on the bathroom floor covered in tropical fragrance.
“Where are you, Mouse?” I murmured to the tile, taking in the fragrance I’d had perfected to match her. I set the shirt on the sink counter and returned to the hall.
I’d been through all the main areas. The storm was coming closer, the wind careless of trees and flowers. The sky was a solid gray. I considered that I should have stayed in my office in case she returned there looking for me, but I could never have sat still, knowing she was out here trying to get to me. I’d already let her walk away once, and I should have followed then. I should have protected her from Lillian, but it hadn’t occurred to me she was in danger. 
Blink, she’d said to me, and I didn’t understand at first. She didn’t feel safe with me, and it crushed me. I couldn’t think of a single time I’d threatened her or given her cause to misunderstand my intentions. Even when we were rougher, I made certain it was clear she had the power. She could stop me.
My heart leapt with hope. Had she reconsidered? Had she decided she was safe with me? There was nothing to be afraid of, if we were together. I swiped a hand through my hair as I headed for the elevator. The electricity was spotty, and although we had a generator for lights, I’d shut down the elevator. I took the front emergency stairs two at a time, noting a few people who pulled bedding into the stairwell. This was the safest place for anyone once the storm hit. I prayed it would dissipate, but a hurricane was more likely. It would cover us, wreaking havoc until the eye crossed us, if it even did. Like an everchanging sea urchin, the storm might only dust our shores then sweep on to the next island. I burst into the hall of the third floor and stalked to my office.
Where are you, Mouse? I entered my office and walked into my private suite. I quickly changed out of my suit pants and dress shirt for casual clothing. I swiped two pillows off my bed and rolled the duvet over my arms. There was a stairwell outside my offices, rarely used by general guests and staff. I decided I’d put some supplies there and begin my search for her once again. 
With my hands full, I reached the door and I tried to use my elbow to release the handle. The door didn’t open.
“What the fuck?” I said aloud, setting down my things. Using my shoulder, I rammed against the door and it swung open, a loud bang resounding through the well. I looked down the first set of stairs.
“Juliet?” Her name was a whisper as if I was imagining her there. Blinking twice for focus, I said her name again, racing down the stairs.
“Don’t…,“ she said, raising her hands and I stopped on a step. A large slam followed my descent and we were enveloped in darkness. “…let the door close,” she amended.
“What?” I demanded, clearly confused, as I took another step or two down toward her.
“The door locked. I couldn’t get it open. No matter how hard I was banging on it, no one could hear me. No one was coming.” I’d reached her on the landing where she stood pressed against the wall. The stairwell was dark, as only the emergency lights were on, but I could see she’d been crying. 
“What are you doing in here?” I asked, my voice trembling as I spoke. I stood before her, my heart hammering. I reached forward to tuck a stray hair behind her ear.
“I was trying to find you.”
“You came back,” I said, relieved. My fingers continued to work around her ear.
“I was wrong. So wrong. I got lost in my head again, and it took over my heart.” Liquid-filled violet eyes stared up at me. My hand slipped down to her jaw.
“Why would you let it do that, baby? After all we’ve been through.”
“I don’t know. I just panicked. I couldn’t believe you would want me when we were off that island. That we could be something outside of it. And when Abby…” she let the words falter as I glared at her. I didn’t want to hear her say Abby said. Suddenly, she reached for my shirt and dragged me to her. Her mouth pressed up to mine, and she was kissing me, tugging at my lower lip. I reached for the hem of her shirt, and she released my mouth only long enough to get the tee free of her head. 
“I just couldn’t go without you. Not this time,” she said. My shirt was next as hands frantically roamed each other’s body between kisses and comments. I snapped off her bra, and the warmth of her breasts against my chest made us both sigh. 
“I’m constantly telling you not to leave me. How could you walk away?” I asked, my mouth working down her jaw to her shoulder.
“This time you said to go. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
I reached her breast and latched onto her, rough in my sucking before my teeth nipped at the nipple. She yelped, but pressed my head to keep me attached to her.
“Tame me,” she whimpered. “Tame me everywhere. Just don’t leave me behind.”
I released her breast with a pop and stood taller. “I didn’t want you to go. I didn’t mean what I said. I didn’t want you to leave.”
Her fingers released the button of her shorts.
“Slow down, baby,” I said, realizing we were in the stairwell, and taking a second to process the reason was the impending storm.
“No,” she snapped. We’d been like this before. I knew what she needed. When she acted most out of control was when she needed to feel in control.
Her shorts were removed, and I slipped a finger inside her. Wet and ready for me, she sighed in relief at my touch.
“You aren’t safe here,” I warned, implying the hurricane. “You should have gone home.”
“I’m safe wherever you are,” she said, exhaling as I removed my finger from her. I fumbled with my shorts and then spun her to face the wall. Her palms went flat, her cheek pressing against it. I slipped into her easily, and we moaned together. My forehead came forward as I slid back before thrusting inward again.
“I was so mad at you,” I hissed, the tension growing for my orgasm and releasing from the last hour of panic, after the crushing disappointment of her leaving me. All that negative energy was catching up to me, and I began hammering into her, thrusting into the depths of her warmth in my relief that she was before me. She wasn’t on a plane. She wasn’t leaving me.
“I love you,” she muttered to the wall, her breath raspy as I filled her once again. I stilled and then I stepped back, letting the slick sound of leaving her fill the stairwell. I spun her once again, wanting to see her face, wanting to look into her eyes.
“Say it only if you mean it,” I said as I re-entered her, slowing the pace only a beat. 
“I love you. I love you. I love you,” she said, and each statement increased the rhythm we set. 
“Oh, baby,” I said, kissing her jaw and her neck, as my hand cupped her breast and I squeezed. “You make me wild.”
“You tame me,” she stuttered, as I rushed forward into her. “Always.” Our mouths came together, but only briefly. I hitched up her leg, just under her knee, and the shift brought me deeper. Her hand came between us, and I watched as she flicked over the spot that she needed. My free arm balanced near her head, keeping us upright as I slid into her over and over again. 
“Like that, baby,” she said to me, stealing my line, and my heart burst as she clenched over me. Her head pressed forward as she let out a strangled cry, and I followed instantly, filling her with my seed. I didn’t pull out immediately, but pressed my forehead to hers.
“No more leaving. No more running, hiding, anything. You own me, Juliet. You can’t leave me.”
She nodded against me and then tipped her head back to take my lips. The kiss was tender and sweet—an apology and a new beginning.
 
+ +
 
We weathered the night in the stairwell. The lights went out and the temperature increased, but it didn’t seem to matter to us. I’d gotten the door open, finding it was only stuck from the shift in humidity. I pulled the blanket and pillows into the stairwell, and then risked returning to my rooms for some snacks and water bottles.
“Garvey would be so proud of you,” she said as we sat on the blanket on the landing, pillows propped at our back. 
“Why?” I laughed, picking up a pile of crackers, cheese, and salami, and sticking the whole mini-sandwich in my mouth. 
“You’ve made this collection of food into a feast.” She smiled up at me, and my heart expanded in my chest. She was so beautiful, and I relished the future of proving to her each day she belonged with me. 
“And what are we celebrating?”
“Another hurricane, perhaps.” Her lips curved, and a gleam came to her eyes.
“That means I have to make love to you at least three more times in this little cave.” The comment stopped us both. Her hand stilled in mid-air from collecting cheese on crackers.
“It is like the cave,” she said, her voice lower. “Maybe we are being given a second chance at that.”
I softly chuckled. “I don’t suppose the island could do that.”
Tender eyes looked up at me. “But don’t you agree the island was…different?”
“If you’re suggesting that we were different on the island, then yes, I agree. I’m more carefree without other things to interfere, but I’m not going to change how I feel about you no matter where we are. I want you with me.” I reached for her hand. “Did you ever think about what would have happened had we been there the full year?”
“You’d be sick of me,” she laughed, but I tugged at her hand, and she dropped her cheese and crackers. I didn’t stop tugging, but pulled her so she eventually straddled my lap.
“I want you to listen to me and listen good.” I brushed a few strands of hair behind her ear and then cupped her jaw so she’d look up at me. “I love you. That’s not easy for me to say, and it’s not something I ever thought I’d hear, but I find it’s easy for me to say to you, and I love hearing it said from you. This…” I wove a hand between us. “…is not going to be different. I will still want you wildly every day. You tame me. You claim me. And I want to be yours.”
A tear streaked down her cheek. “I said those words to you in the cave.”
“You did and I’m saying them back to you. What’s going to be different is our surroundings, but not us. Island or not, we will be together. This is real.”
She nodded slowly, and I reached for her lips. There was only one place kissing would lead, and I needed to be close to her again. If I had to make love to her every day to prove we were real, that our love was real, I would.
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Juliet
 
I’m not certain how long we were in the stairwell, but it was embarrassing to be caught wrapped in a blanket, hinting that I was naked underneath. Of course, Tack was naked under me as well. Marco looked away quickly, talking to the dark wall.
“All seems clear, Boss. Not much damage, but I thought you’d like to assess it for yourself.”
“I would,” Tack replied, not embarrassed or even shifting to pretend we hadn’t been caught moments after having sex. “Give me a few minutes. Any running water yet?”
“We’re working on the generator.” Marco left the stairwell and Tack tipped my face to kiss me.
“Cave time over.” He sighed after he said it, and I sat back from him. “Remember what I said— different but the same.” He pointed to his chest and back at mine. I smiled slowly.
“Different but the same,” I repeated. He pulled me forward for one more kiss, mumbled he loved me to my lips and then helped me stand. We didn’t bother to properly dress. He slipped on his shorts. I pulled on his T-shirt.
“Like you in my clothing, Mouse,” he said, shaking his head as he gathered our small collection.
“Like you better out of them,” I teased, and we both laughed. My heart felt like we might just make it.
 
+ +
 
Our shower was sketchy. Brief, cold, and spotty, we rinsed quickly, taking off the sweat of a dark stairwell and the scent of sex. We’d had it three times, and my body ached. In three days, I’d had more sex with him than I’d had in a lifetime. I never imagined it would be so good. 
We wandered down to the shops in the resort. The hotel felt strangely vacant as it was. 
“Pick whatever you’d like, if there even is something you’d wear.” I was out of clean clothing, as my original stay was only for a few days. 
“I’m not pilfering through the stores,” I laughed. 
“I’ll let the management know. I think they’ll understand.” He winked, and I began thumbing through a small rack of dresses. They were either informal cover-ups or formal dress wear, and I had trouble deciding. I did find one I thought I might like. It was simple and white, like a few of my other things, but another white dress didn’t hurt. 
“What do you think?” He walked out of a dressing room with an overly bright, floral button-down shirt and similar-looking shorts. I burst out laughing. 
“I don’t think those are meant to be worn together.” 
“Oh yeah,” he said smoothing down the shirt. “Let me see what you’ve selected.” I pressed the dress against me, shielding it with my arms. 
“I think I’ll save it for later.” His eyebrow rose in question. “I also need some…essentials.” I didn’t mind not wearing underwear around him, but it felt a little strange walking around the resort without them. It felt improper, inappropriate, and a bit exciting. His eyes widened, and he pointed me to a shop across the way. It was small, but it was filled with tropical bath products and minimal lingerie. He followed me, but I stopped him. “I think I can manage in here.”
“I want to test all my products. See how they fit for comfort and such,” he said, and I laughed at his playfulness, but stopped him with a hand to his chest. 
“I promise I’ll tell you all about it.”
His lips pouted but he let me proceed alone.
I found him twenty minutes later standing by a jewelry counter, his hands in his pockets while he stood with his back to me. He seemed deep in concentration as I approached. I stepped next to him, my things tucked into a paper bag. 
“You don’t wear any jewelry,” he said, still looking down at the case. “Not even your own things.”
The comment surprised me, and I looked down at his wrist. He still wore a leaf-made bracelet but it wasn’t the original one. He sensed my eyes on him and slipped his hand free of his pocket.
“The first one broke, but I still have it in a glass case in my home in Baltimore.”
“Why a case?” I giggled, thinking it strange.
“Because no one’s ever given me a gift, handmade and in gratitude, like you did. I mocked it as a friendship bracelet but I realized shortly afterward, it was. You were my friend. Are my friend.”
I smiled with the thought, recalling the little prince and the fox.
“I found this one online. This little boutique shop makes these bracelets, and it seems pretty close to the original. I buy a new one once I see the old one is getting ratty or unraveling.” 
I smiled broader. “Perhaps I need to speak to the owner about durability.” Tack chuckled.
“I never knew it was your company,” he said, his voice lowered. “I’ve been ordering them for a year, and I didn’t know it was you.”
“Didn’t you do your homework?” I admonished him.
“After I found the item, I asked my secretary to handle it. I never dug deeper.” He swiped a hand through his hair. “I’m such a fool.”
I reached for his forearm. “No more looking back,” I said and he smiled. He leaned forward to kiss me and pulled back with excitement in his eyes.
“Pick one,” he said, pointing to the case. I looked down to find it filled with rings. Diamond rings and matching earrings.
“Oh, I don’t have need for something like that,” I chuckled, choking back a lump in my throat. For some reason, looking at the extravagant items made me sad.
“Well, if you could pick one, what would it be?” His voice remained cheerful and I peered through the case. One ring was listed for nine thousand dollars, another was seven grand. I gasped.
“What?” he said, pressing a hand to my back.
“Those two are so expensive.” He slipped behind me with another laugh. “Just one,” he said, resting his chin on my shoulder. In the corner was a single solitaire, circular cut and a bit large, but simple.
“I like that one,” I said, pointing.
“It’s so small,” he chuckled, wrapping his arm around me.
“It’s perfect,” I said, my breath hitching when he kissed my neck.
“Hmm…you’re perfect.” He stepped back, took my hand and led me away from the cases—ring gazing over.
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Tack
 
We spent a few days working to help remove downed trees, pick up foliage and clean the pool area. In those moments, I realized I didn’t know as much about Juliet as I thought. She was obviously hardworking and dedicated, but I should have remembered how hard she worked alongside me when we built the boat. I gained a new appreciation for her because others adored her. She was amazing with the locals, offering a comforting touch or hug of support. She didn’t complain about lifting a hand or handing out food. Without refrigeration, we started offering what we could to those nearest the resort. There was only so much the few of us at Redemption could eat.
“You’re amazing,” I said to her as she fell across my bed. We were in my private rooms, and I looked forward to all the things we would do here. She rolled to her back and looked up at me.
“You’re pretty awesome, too,” she said, smiling slowly at me. There was something in her eyes, an intensity in that violet color, and I knew nothing in the world would be more important to me than having her always look at me with that look.
“I love you,” I said, as I reached for her ankles, stroking up her shins. Her lids closed, and she groaned.
“That feels nice,” she said, letting her arms stretch across the bed. I tugged at her ankle, and her eyes sprang open.
“You didn’t answer me,” I said sheepishly, wanting to hear the words from her. She sat upward and reached for my jaw.
“Yes, I did.” She smiled slowly. “I said that feels nice. You loving me feels nice to me.”
“I still want to hear it.” I pressed forward and kissed her. “Every day,” I added.
“I love you every day.” She giggled, and I bit her lip, holding her laughter. 
“Funny,” I teased, but all joking aside, I meant what I said. Every day from this day forward I wanted to hear her tell me she loved me, and I wanted to tell her the same thing.
 
+ + 
 
“I’m staying longer,” I heard her tell Miller once cell service was restored. She’d stayed an additional week. It pleased me, but I wished I could hear what Miller said on the other end of the conversation. 
“I know I’ve never not been there, but I think you can handle it a little bit longer without me, right? They need me here.” There was a pause and she added, “I need to be here with him.”
Miller must have responded and then she said, “I don’t know where it’s going, but I like where it’s at. Isn’t that enough?”
She laughed after another short pause. I liked her laughter, but my heart pinched that it came easily to her with him. Her shoulders slumped as she faced toward the window. I leaned against the entrance to the bedroom, waiting for her.
“I don’t have any resentments, Miller. You know that. It took a long time, but I can’t live with that constant hatred. It was too much bitterness.”
I stood upright, my arms slipping to my sides. I didn’t want her to resent me, although I could not blame her. What had happened would never be forgotten. It would always be there between us, but I didn’t want it to divide us. I wanted nothing more than for us to be together. 
“I love you, too, Miller. Talk soon.”
She hung up and leaned her head forward onto the glass. She stood like that for only a moment before standing straighter, spinning, and stopping when she saw me.
Her eyes squinted. “Eavesdropping?”
“Curious,” I said, stepping forward. 
“That killed the cat,” she teased, the crease between her brow lessening.
“This cat wants to make it up to you,” I said, holding out a hand for her and she walked to me. She smiled up at me, a playful gleam to her eyes. “Come with me.”
She laughed, her head tilting. “I’ll go anywhere you lead.” 
It was just what I needed to hear.
 
+ + 
 
We held hands as we walked to the boat launch. While it wasn’t foreign to hold a woman’s hand, it felt different walking with her. It was as if I’d never done it before, and yet as if I’d done it every day of my life with her.
“How’s Miller?” I asked.
“He’s fine.” I squeezed her hand, hinting I didn’t believe her. “He’s worried. But he doesn’t need to be, right?” Her hesitation made me step in front of her. 
“He doesn’t need to worry and neither do you. There’s going to be more changes when we return to Baltimore, but we’ll tackle them together. Different but the same,” I repeated my new motto.
“We’re going back to Baltimore?”
“Yes, I need to get back as well.”
“But I thought you were based in Virginia.”
“Corbin Industries is. Calliope is in Baltimore, remember?” I’d already told her these things.
“Why?” She looked up at me, squinting in the blossoming sunshine. It was nice to see the blue sky overhead, no more gray clouds lingering.
“My Mouse disappeared there, and I was trying to find her.”
“I wasn’t hiding.” She bit her lip as her mouth curled.
“You weren’t easy to find, either,” I added, cursing once again that she had tried to find me and the security of Corbin Industries kept her out. She stepped toward me, and I opened my arms to envelop her.
“When will we leave?”
“Tomorrow,” I answered. We stood holding one another for a moment, and I could feel her hesitation. Returning home wasn’t going to be easy, but we both had to face reality again. I had a plan to assure her things were never going backward.
We continued on until we reached the beach, where I directed us to a boat launch. 
“What’s this?” She laughed.
“The maiden voyage,” I announced, reaching down for the stern and pushing the double outrigger forward in the calm bay water. 
“Is this…” Her voice faded.
“Vixen 2,” I proclaimed, stepping into the ankle-deep depths. “Come on, first mate. Get in.” With a clap of excitement, she raced for the bow and climbed aboard. She perched on the front seat as I moved the craft forward, feeling pride in building this boat all on my own, and anxious that we were about to take the first cruise in it. 
I slipped into her easily and paddled us forward, quickly taking us out to the edge of the cove.
“She’s perfect,” Juliet called over her shoulder, excitement in her tone.
“She’s beautiful,” I replied, implying both my companion and the boat. When we’d made it as far as I risked us going on the first trip, I pulled the oar backward, slowing the craft to float gently with the waves. Juliet shifted so she faced me.
“What are you—” She stopped abruptly as I climbed the length of the skiff to reach her. “You’re going to make us tip,” she squealed, gripping the edge of the boat.
“We can’t tip. It’s a double outrigger. We’re supported by balance on both sides.”
She stopped squirming as I knelt before her on both knees. I reached forward with one hand, cupping her jaw. Her eyes gleamed in the bright sunlight, filled with the anticipation of what would come next. I’d typically kiss her. She licked her lips, waiting for me to descend to them.
“Can I ask you?” The question was reminiscent of asking her for that first kiss. Just one, I had asked then. Forever forward, I wanted all her kisses.
“You can ask me anything.” Her voice was breathy, and if I didn’t have something important to ask, I’d take her in the bottom of this craft, fully taking her breath away.
“Will you marry me?” Startled, she pulled back from my grasp. Her eyes opened wide and her mouth popped open, but no sound escaped. “Mouse?”
Tears sprang to her eyes and confusion struck me. Did I misunderstand? Did she not want this as much as me?
“Mouse?” I questioned again at the same time she said “Yes.” Liquid moistened my eyes in relief. I pulled the ring from my pocket, the one she said was perfect, and I agreed, because it was simple, refined, and delicate, like her. 
“Thank you,” I sighed, relief shifting to excitement. Land was too far away, and I instantly wanted her. She giggled as I slipped the ring on her finger. Her brows pinched, thinking my gratitude was in response to her answer.
“Thank you,” I clarified, “for returning to the island. For coming back to me.”
“I love you,” she said, reminding me once again. “I’ll go wherever you lead.”
 
+ + 
 
We returned to the resort hours later, after enjoying some much-needed time off to sail and swim in the surf. A new happiness surrounded us. I asked the cook if she could make a special dinner to be served in my room, despite the slim pickings of our stock. Supply ships would soon return, but we were still short on several things. Fortunately, champagne had a long shelf life.
Juliet wore a white dress from the clothing shop. Tied just over her breasts, there was a long layer overlapping another, hinting at a deep slit to the material. After toasting to her beauty and sipping champagne to celebrate our day, I spoke.
“Let’s play a game.” I eyed the deep cut of her dress and she watched me over the rim of her fluted glass. She didn’t need to respond. She’d play along. I took the glass from her hands and led her to sit in a chair perpendicular to the couch. Pressing her knees apart, the soft material fell open, slipping over each thigh, exposing a sultry gap in the dress. I knelt at her feet, rubbing my hands slowly under the fabric, searching for skin. Her eyes remained on mine as my fingers climbed. I stopped when I hit a metal clasp.
“If you have on a garter, this game is over.” She reached between her legs and wrapped the material of her dress firmly over each thigh, covering her secret. “Why would you have one on without stockings?” 
She simply shrugged. “It’s your game. Is this what you wanted to play?” I blinked at her boldness and chuckled softly.
“No, I wanted to ask another question.” Her brow rose, curious, but she remained quiet. “If you had to pick a new animal to dance to, which would you pick?” Her brows pinched, recalling how Garvey demanded I learn some native ritual of dancing to express what I’d learned from an animal.
They can teach you things you’d never see, he said, and I thought of The Little Prince
“What is important is that which cannot be seen.” I could not see love, but I felt it when I was near Juliet. 
“I’ll start,” I said, sitting back on my ankles and rubbing up her thighs, temptingly close to that hidden lingerie. “I learned from a vixen, that friendship is important. Being responsible for another is more gratifying than being responsible for only me. That I must learn to appreciate and ask permission, not just take.” She stared at me as my hands stilled at her knees. I pressed up, leaned forward and kissed her. Then I crossed to the couch and sat, perching my arm on the rest. She watched me, and I could see the wheels spinning behind the beautiful violet eyes.
“Are you still seeking redemption?” she asked, looking over at me, the loose material to her dress slipping over one thigh, exposing what I considered she was wearing. The clasp to a garter belt dangling against her inner thigh—white, pristine, and tempting me to do sinful things.
“I am. And I will, for the rest of my life.”
“Is that why you want to marry me?” She sat comfortably in the chair, the distance too far from me.
“No, I want to marry you because I love you. I want to be wild with you.” The comment made her smile, and she stood slowly. Seduction personified, she was an island goddess as she took the short step to stand between my knees.
“Well,” she began, flipping her loose hair over one shoulder and straddling her thighs over mine. “I learned from a snake, that as dangerous as he can seem, he is only trying to survive. He doesn’t wish to be a lone creature. Despite his bite, he has a soft side.” She sat on my lap, the dress parting, exposing the high-waisted ribbon to a sheer garter and the lacy covering over a part of her I treasured. “A snake has taught me that I don’t want to be alone any longer, and if I care for him, he will care about me.” 
“I care about everything connected to you,” I said, reaching up for her jaw as she settled over the length straining at my zipper. She slipped back, and a purr rolled from her throat.
“I know,” she whispered, lowering to kiss me. “I trust you.” The words meant more than her love, and in an instant, my mouth crushed hers. I flipped her to her back, spreading her wide against the cushions as I rubbed against her. The dress peeled open, proving the slit rose as high as the tie at her breasts. With a tug it was loosened, and she lay under me, lacy underthings in virginal white. Breasts hardly covered in a demi-bra were ripe for my taking as her nipples poked over the top ruffle.
“Holy shit,” I hissed, staring down at her. My mouth watered, not knowing where to start. She was a delicacy, and I wanted to ravish her. I tugged down the barely-there cups of her bra, forcing her breasts up in the air, nipples already at attention. My mouth lowered to one, sucking on it as I fumbled with my belt. I sat up, and the sharp snap of leather removed from the loops startled her.
“I’d never hurt you,” I said, lowering again to her.
“I know that,” she said, peering up to me with innocent, willing eyes. My fingers slipped aside the lacy nothingness covering her heat, and I slid one inside her, listening to her breath hitch. 
“You’re going to be my wife,” I stated, as my finger slipped deeper, feeling the warmth of her surrounding me before dragging back to tease the spot that would push her over the edge.
“Yes, I am.” Her fingers reached greedily for my neck, but I remained perched above her, looking down at where I entered her with my fingers. I unzipped my pants, pushing them to my hips to expose I wore nothing underneath. She gasped as her delicate fingers reached for my dick. Tugging gently, I leapt in her palm. 
“We’re going to leave all this on,” I said, admiring her skimpy attire, the dress splayed under her, draping over the couch. I slipped the panties to the side and thrust into her. Balancing above her, with one knee on the couch and the other extended to the floor, I watched as I entered her over and over again. Her white lace contrasted with my black pants only removed to my thighs. She was pure goodness, but I was not evil. I was only a man—a man who wanted a woman. My thrusts increased, and she met me with equal haste. I fell forward as her hands reached for my ass, forcing me into her. She didn’t speak, but the pressure of her fingers told me—harder, faster, deeper. I’d never get deep enough.
“Mouse,” I hissed, warning her I was close, the euphoria of the day mixing with this moment. I reached between us, stroking at her as I pummeled into her. Her signs were present—a soft gasp, a hard clench, thighs stiffening around mine. “That’s it, baby. Take it from me.”
She burst with my name on her lips, and I responded by filling her, pulsing inside her, relishing the heat. A thought crossed my mind that she was in a better position to hold my seed. I silently prayed for a family one day.
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Juliet
 
I was getting married. I still had trouble believing he’d asked, and I said yes. Next, he wanted to take me to meet his parents.
“I don’t care if they approve or not, but I’d still like to introduce you,” he said, the following morning.
“Don’t approve?” I questioned, my forehead furrowing. “There’s going to be an issue because it’s me, right?”
“My mother couldn’t forgive me, but she didn’t disown me, either. She wouldn’t risk displeasing my father by giving her opinion. However, I think she’s noticed I haven’t been on an actual date in nearly two years. My father doesn’t care about love, but he does care about prestige. The Goodwins are that type of family, but I’ve already explained Abby. She’s a friend.”
“She’s not going to like this arrangement. She’s not going to like me,” I clarified, picking at my breakfast. He reached across the table and took my hand.
“I don’t care if she likes you. I know that seems harsh, but true. The only one who needs to like you is me.” He chuckled. “We aren’t living near them. We don’t have to interact with them, but I think meeting you would smooth things over a bit.”
“But I’m the girl,” I said, lowering my voice and looking out the window. Another sunny, blue sky greeted us, but I felt cloudy inside. A storm brewed under my skin. I didn’t want to meet these people he distrusted, but were still important to him. 
“And I’ll explain that, too,” he said, not sounding as confident as he typically did. 
“We could elope,” I offered, knowing I didn’t want a big wedding, and I definitely couldn’t tell Miller yet, or he’d go all wedding planner crazy on me. 
“I already have a plan.” He winked. “But we see them first.”
 
+ + 
 
As the plane landed, my hand gripped Tack’s. Sweat suctioned our palms together. My nerves caused my heart to skip a beat. After collecting our bags, we were met by a driver. The division I feared upon returning to the physical States was happening. Minute by minute, he slipped away from me, like one of those dreams where you are reaching for something, and it’s sliding just out of reach. Tack sat a little farther from me in the backseat. He still had my hand, but it was my palm placed on his thigh with his hand over mine. He stared out the window as we passed through the city. To my surprise, he took me to my home in St. Michael’s.
“It’s been a long day. Get some rest. I’ll have a driver pick you up tomorrow and meet you at the club.” The information seemed rather dismissive and that divide grew. He carried my bag up to my apartment above The Mouse Trap, hardly taking note of the place, and kissing me briefly before he left. I wanted to ask him to stay, to reassure me that the dream wasn’t going to crash. But I didn’t. He seemed as out of sorts as me.
It felt odd to sleep without him, although I’d done it for nearly two years. I’d grown as comfortable sleeping with him in the last weeks as I had easily fallen into sleeping next to him two years ago in a warm tent. The separation left me with an eerie feeling. My skin prickled with negative thoughts of things to come. 
The next night, I dressed in a gorgeous dress he’d sent by messenger, stating he’d taken the liberty because he loved me in white. The dress was beautiful, with a low-cut lace bodice and a short skirt. I worried it was a bit risqué to meet his parents in something so high cut. I pulled my hair up and added more make-up than I’d normally wear. My hands shook as the driver pulled up before at an address I recognized, even if the building looked different.
The location was the spot of the original Front Door. My breath hitched as I stared at the dark green doors to the newer club. Despite Tack telling me he’d burned the building to the ground, the location alone made me tremble. I stared out the window a moment longer.
“Are you certain this is the address?” I asked the driver, Henry.
“Yep. Everyone knows Mr. Corbin owns the finest club in town.” 
Consequences. The ironic name was stated in bold letters over the double doors. The valet opened my door and assisted me in exiting the backseat. I continued to stare at the club with its cold glass panels, three stories tall, the hint of low lights within. Irritation grew that Tack hadn’t met me at the curb. I entered and waited as I texted Tack. Trepidation was spreading through me like a wild vine.
A text returned. Introduce yourself to the hostess, she will direct you upstairs.

I didn’t like this response. I wanted him to come down and walk with me. With trembling hands, I stepped toward the hostess stand.
“Juliet Monte,” I introduced. The young girl in a skin-tight black dress which hardly covered her backside nodded and directed me to follow her. We walked up three flights of stairs, and my heart raced as I realized we would be entering the third floor. The scene of the crime might have been redressed, updated, renovated, but I felt sick being here. Tack stood outside the door of a small room and boisterously announced, “Here she is!” The pitch of his voice was too high. His tone false. He held out a hand, and his green eyes looked wild. He’d already been drinking. 
Shaky fingers reached for his, and he tugged me to him. The motion was so sharp I stumbled in my heels and fell against his chest.
“You look beautiful,” he mumbled into my hair before placing his lips against my forehead. The greeting was so unlike him, the touch of his lips no more than a brush of air. I pulled back and looked at him. Once again, he had transformed into a Tack I didn’t know. Wild eyes. Crisp suit. False smile. He looked more like the man I saw when I entered a private room over two years ago—disconnected and dispassionate.
“Different but the same,” I muttered almost a question.
“What?” he snapped at me, as if I’d insulted him. I let his tone slide as he led me inside, feeling myself slip into a role as well. The one where I was quiet and reserved, and observing my surroundings but not part of them. A mouse. 
The first introduction was to a woman who looked frail from drug use. Prescription or not, the look was the same. Her appearance matched the occasional woman my uncle brought home.  Her skin was a pale gray color, heavily disguised with make-up. Her lipstick a touch too bright, contrasting the thick pearls at her neck. She was too thin.
“Mother,” Tack addressed her, kissing her cheek. “This is my Juliet.” His mother eyed me before stepping forward and air-brushing my cheek.
“You’re very brave,” she whispered before pulling back. Her eyes flicked from her son to me. A touch of sympathy and fear mixed with her statement.
“Thank you,” I answered, uncertain what she meant or how to respond. Tack’s hand had slipped to my lower back and he patted it in a patronizing manner. I didn’t care for the touch. 
Next, my attention was drawn to a man who was clearly Tack’s father. The touch of gray at his temples only enhanced the striking appearance of a man who reflected what Tack would look like as he grew older. Confident. Cocky. Composed. Unfortunately, Terror was the appropriate nickname for Terrence Jackson Corbin III. His glacial blue eyes turned my blood cold. While I shivered under his gaze, sweat pooled under my arms.
“So this is the girl,” he said, sizing me up with those frozen eyes. I smiled slightly in response, but there was no approval in his glare. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I offered my hand, but his father didn’t take it, lifting his drink for a sip in obvious disgust at my presence. His glare said everything. You gave up your freedom for this. You went into banishment because of that. You split from my company for her.
“This is her,” Tack replied, again too loud, almost too cheerful. Falseness surrounded us. A drink suddenly appeared in his other hand, and he took a hearty sip. 
“Tack, where are your manners? Perhaps you should get your date a drink,” his mother suggested, sipping her wine. 
“Fiancée,” Tack announced, correcting her and holding up my hand for his parents to see. The announcement was apparently the official statement. His father’s eyes narrowed, taking in the size of my ring. His mother’s eyes widened. This was our engagement party, and they had no idea. 
“What?” shrieked a female voice across the room, and I spun to see Abby Goodwin standing near an elegant-looking couple who could only be her parents. Abby sauntered toward us in a green dress that matched the front doors of the club. Her eyes remained on Tack. “What is this?” Through clenched teeth she spoke, and I realized no one in the room knew who I was, or rather who I was in relation to Tack. In that moment, I no longer knew who I was either. Had I been set up for another night of humiliation?
“Abby, you remember meeting Juliet.” Tack’s hold on my hand tightened.
“Yes,” Abby sneered looking at me. “What’s that cute name you have for her? Oh, right, your little rat.” 
“Mouse,” I clarified, my voice choking on the word. I internally kicked myself for speaking and wondered why Abby and her family were even present. 
“Holy shit,” a masculine voice behind me hissed and I spun to be met by a face I recognized. Rory Fontaine’s brown eyes ensnared mine. He was the spitting image of his older brother. I hadn’t seen him in more than two years, but I remembered him, and I was propelled backward in time. While his face had been hidden behind a camera, those eyes had been on me, hungry for his turn, which thankfully never came. 
I spun to Tack.
“You said you’d lost touch,” I growled low, looking up at him for some explanation of this humiliation.
“Guess he came to see I got the girl.” 
I squeaked in response, feeling like I fit the nickname Mouse, surrounded by so many devious cats. Tack’s expression fell as realization slowly bloomed.
“Juliet, I didn’t mean—“
“If you’ll excuse me a moment,” I said, holding up a hand and offering a false smile to his mother, whose dead eyes sparked in recognition of my pain. Numbly, I spun and headed for the hall, hoping to find a bathroom. I needed a moment to collect my thoughts. As I walked out of the room, holding my head up as best I could, I heard Tack’s voice behind me. “Baby, don’t be like this.”
Every muscle in my body twitched. The anger surpassed my hurt. While I wanted to spin back to him and tell him, “No, you don’t be like this,” I just needed a minute. Finding a bathroom, I locked the door behind me and pressed against the wood, which was reminiscent of something made in a jungle. In fact, the door looked vaguely like the door of my tree house. I stared at the wood panels, a replication but too polished, too over-varnished and garish. How appropriate, I thought. Tack was the same—polished up and on display. I felt the same way, and I couldn’t stay here. 
We’re going to play this my way.
My emotions warred within me. I didn’t want to play. I loved Tack, and I thought he loved me, but this was not him. I did not recognize who he was, other than someone I knew once upon a time on an island. This Tack reminded me of that night, and I would never be with that man.
A soft rap came to the door and hope traitorously leapt in my heart that he’d come to me to explain. As I turned the lock, the door came toward me in a rush, and I was forced back into the small confines of the washroom. My heart raced as I looked up to find Rory with his back to the door, blocking my exit. 
“Hello, little…what is it he calls you? Mouse?” He bit his lower lip. His eyes narrowed, the leer reminding me of his brother, a man who watched me work, propositioned me, and when I refused, decided he would use my body to teach me a lesson. Maybe he noticed how often I stared at Tack Corbin. Maybe he saw I was interested in the mystery of Tack versus the evil of Rick. My curiosity was misplaced and misunderstood, and Rick decided I would be the sacrificial lamb for slaughter. The initiation into his exclusive rooms by his most immediate friends. They would each have a turn after Rick staked his claim. He forced Tack to follow him, in what I now knew was a tactic to prove that Tack would always be second to Rick. Rory and Smack were each going to have a turn, and while all the men feigned indifference, they watched the performance, as Rick called it. 
She will submit to all of us. And then she’ll ask for it again.
I’d been in over my head, but that was no excuse for what they’d done. And even when Tack recognized I wasn’t as willing as he was initially promised, he still did nothing. I’d come to terms with that, but it all rushed back to me. The night. The sounds. The look in his eyes.
We’re going to play this my way. Blink if you understand me.
Blink.
I didn’t feel safe, and I refused to play. Whatever his way was this evening, this wasn’t my way. I didn’t need to meet his parents. In fact, I despised them for trying to prove their son’s innocence. His mother I faulted twice, for being a woman and not coming to my defense, despite Tack being her son. It was inexcusable, and her eyes on mine proved she knew the truth of her guilt. She was warning me to walk away, fearing her son was a monster after all, a terror like her husband.
I glared back at Rory. “Let me pass,” I spat, clenching my hands at my side.
“You know, you’re more beautiful than I remember,” he said, pressing off the door and stepping toward me. His hand reached for my jaw, not in the loving way Tack did, but in a manner where he cupped under my chin and clutched my jawbone. I winced.
“Get your hands off me,” I snarled, pressing against his firm chest, but his free hand encircled my wrist.
“Oh, my hands are going to be all over you, sweetheart.”
“Tack will kill you,” I snapped, worried for an instant this was the very thing Tack wanted to happen. My heart galloped and then plummeted to my stomach.
“Tack knows the rule. We share everything.” His face came closer to mine. His lips nearing my mouth but holding an inch away. “And I never had my turn.”
He spun me to face the wall, and I groaned as the breath rushed out of my lungs when my chest slammed against the tile. The same forest green color that filled the club caked the wall, but the rough texture was a false feature. The jungle was not like this. Rory’s body pressed against my back, his erection firmly placed against my backside. 
“Get off me,” I hissed again, struggling with the weight of him behind me and my wrist pinned over my head.
“Oh, I plan to get off on you, Mouse.” The nickname crossing his lips at the shell of my ear made me prickle. I was trapped. Sensing my urge to scream, his second hand covered my mouth.
“My turn,” he groaned, releasing my wrist and slipping his hand over my breast. Tears sprang to my eyes at the violation. This couldn’t be happening again. Not like this. Not here. Not with Tack in the other room. With hands free, I tried to press off the wall, only to have him slam me back against the tile with the strength of his body. 
“Juliet?” The soft sound of my name from Tack’s voice, sounding more like himself, the Tack I knew, made the tears fall harder. I struggled to make a noise. 
“What the fuck?” The door slammed against the wall and Rory’s body slackened.
“Just taking my turn,” Rory said as he released me. I spun to see him thrown against the vanity.
“Jesus, man,” Rory said, straightening his coat, looking up in time to have Tack’s fist connect with his face.
“Tack,” I screamed, reaching for his arm, but he was too quick, hitting Rory in the abs next.
“What the fuck, I asked. Who do you think you are? She’s mine,” Tack yelled, gripping Rory’s designer shirt and yanking him forward. Rory spat a mouthful of blood at Tack. 
“We were to share her.” Blood dripped from his nose as well.
“We never should have done that,” Tack said. “Never. Don’t look at her,” he demanded as Rory’s eyes shifted to me. One eye was already swelling as his nose continued to bleed.
“She wanted it,” Rory said. “Rick—“
“Don’t speak his name in front of her,” Tack commanded, jostling Rory. “He didn’t know shit. He didn’t know her.”
“And now that you’re all up in her, you do? That bitch killed my brother.”
“That woman is my going to be my wife, and I don’t care what she did,” Tack snapped and Rory’s one eye opened wider.
“He was your best friend.”
“He was a rapist,” Tack said, pushing Rory away from him. He shifted so his side was to Rory, keeping an eye on him. From his other side, he held out a hand to me. “Juliet.”
I shook my head, my body trembling so hard I didn’t think I could move. 
“Juliet, baby,” Tack said firmly, demanding I take his offered hand. I still hadn’t moved, my body pressed against the putrid green tile. He’d taken the island and tarnished the memory in this club. My palms flattened against the rough wall, willing my body to disappear, as if I could slip through the hard surface like I used to hide in the jungle brush. He stepped toward me, and I flinched. Instantly, I was cradled into his arms.
“Hold on, Mouse. I’m getting you out of here.” I heard the words but didn’t feel them. Numb inside, I let my arms lay slack. “Mouse, help me. Wrap your arms around me.” He stumbled with the dead weight of my body. “Please, Mouse. Don’t give up.” With those words, I slipped a hand around his neck, using it as minimal leverage to hold myself against him.
“What happened?” His father asked as we reached the small entryway outside the party room.
“We’re getting out of here,” Tack said, pressing the elevator button with his elbow.
“We need to discuss her,” his father said, shifting his eyes to me.
“There’s nothing to discuss. I made a mistake.”
“We all agree you did that,” Terror Corbin snorted, implying a night years ago.
“Not that mistake,” Tack rectified. “A mistake in bringing her here. In hoping I could show you how beautiful and smart she is, and you would accept that I’d made my peace and so has she.” His eyes fell to mine questioning the blank expression on my face. He looked back to his father and stepped into the elevator when the doors opened. 
“I don’t need your approval. I wanted it, as I always have. But I don’t need it for this. Not for her love.” With those words, the doors closed on his family, and we descended. I reached up and wrapped my other hand around his neck. He wasn’t going to set me down, but I still felt like I was falling.
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Tack
 
 
“Juliet.” As many times as I said her name, she hadn’t looked at me. Her body still trembled against mine and only the relief I had was she still allowed me to touch her. 
Rory. What a cocksucker. I don’t know how he’d gotten into the club, or where he came from, but in my attempts to play it cool, I hadn’t kicked him out. Then I saw the horror on her face and everything rushed back to me. I don’t know what I was thinking bringing her to Consequence. The club wasn’t a place I visited often myself and I owned the property. And as for my parents. Like I told my dad, I wanted his approval but I didn’t know why. I’d hardly had it for anything I’d done in life. The only person I wanted to approve of me was Juliet, and she sat like a quivering pebble next to me. My hand rubbed up and down her bare arm in this beautiful dress that took my breath away the moment she entered the room. I wanted to rip it off her and burn it knowing he’d had his hands on her.
I’d murmured so many I’m sorrys into her hair, she eventually closed her eyes, shutting out the sight of me. She hadn’t spoken. 
Different but the same. I’d promised and I failed. After the conversation I’d had with my father that morning, I was shaken. I’d made another huge mistake in assuming he’d stop judging me if he could just see that I was happy, and she was the reason. Instead, he snapped.
How can you be with that harlot? he had barked into the phone.
Women like her aren’t for marriage, he’d added after she excused herself from the room. I hadn’t noticed Rory slip out, as I was too engaged in arguing with my dad. Granted, the bombshell of announcing her as my fiancée hadn’t gone how I had planned, but I figured ripping off the bandage was the best way to break the news to them. I didn’t realize I’d break Juliet instead. 
Broken was exactly how she looked sitting next to me. Her skin cold. Her eyes closed. Her fingers gripping the car’s seat. Henry was driving us back to my place in Baltimore. Juliet was strong inside and I told myself she just needed time to work through what happened. I didn’t have the patience to return her to St. Michael’s and The Mouse Trap. We needed to be alone and soon. 
“Where are we?” she asked, when we arrived at my condominium. 
“Home,” I replied and she blinked at me, the first moment she’d acknowledged me.
“I don’t live here.” She drew in a deep breath. “I don’t belong here.” Panic filled her voice and she leaned forward, her hand reaching for the door handle.
“You belong wherever I am. We belong together,” I told her, reaching for her wrist and pulling back her arm. “Henry drive,” I barked, rapping on the window between us. The privacy window went up and the car pulled back into the lane as Juliet tried to scramble away from me.
“What?” she snapped, shifting to face me. “Now you’re going to trap me in this car?”
“I just want to stay here until you calm down.”
“Calm down? Calm down!” she yelled. “How could you do this to me? Of all the people who knew how difficult it would be to go to that location, be on that floor, how could you take me there?” She paused, huffing out a breath. “And your parents? Your father is vile. And your mother, she’s like the walking dead. She’s not only afraid of him, she’s afraid of you. She warned me against you.”
“When?” She’d shifted to face me but my eyes remained forward, taking her harshness like a blow to the cheek.
“When I met her. She told me I was brave and then she looked at you with fear.” I swiped a hand through my hair. I’d brought Juliet to show my mother I could be a gentleman, that I was doing the right thing by her, and she still didn’t believe in me.
“You know what, fuck them. I don’t need them. I only need you.” My voice fell on the last statement as I reached for her hand. She pulled back, and I let my fingers fall to her thigh. She brushed it away, tugging at the dress, which was shorter when she sat. She looked so beautiful, but so angry.
“How can you touch me?” she asked. “How can you touch me after him? How could you let him touch me?”
I spun to face her, gripping her arm with rough hands. “I would never let him touch you. I didn’t even know he’d followed you until I came in search of you myself.”
“He said you would share me. He said you share everything.”
“Never,” I hissed. “Never again.” The clarification cost me. Her eyes opened wide but she already knew my sins. “Do you think so little of me?” 
“I don’t know what to think. I don’t know who you are. That isn’t the you I know. The you I trust. The man I love.” 
My hands slipped down her arm in defeat. I didn’t even recognize myself. I’d tried to fall into the role I’d held before—Tack Corbin, club owner, business mogul, son of Terror—and bring her with me. It didn’t work. That wasn’t me anymore, and it wasn’t right for her. I was a better me with her.
“I can’t do this,” she said. “Let me out of this car.”
“What are you saying?” She banged on the privacy window and Henry lowered the glass.
“Take me home,” she pled with him. “Get me out of here.” Henry’s eyes met mine through the rearview mirror. I nodded and he replied, “As you wish.” He turned onto the interstate heading for her apartment. 
 
+ + 
 
When we arrived at her home, I followed her. 
“What are you doing?” she asked, looking at me over her shoulder.
“I’m not leaving. Last night without you was hell.” I hadn’t liked sleeping without her. I missed the feel of her next to me in bed. 
“You’re the one who sent me here without you.” The snip to her voice shouldn’t have surprised me. I didn’t have words to respond. She was correct. I had sent her here, thinking I needed to prepare my condo for her, brace my parents for our announcement, and go into my office, where I hadn’t been in nearly three weeks. Instead, I’d slept restlessly without her, given myself a headache in trying to rationalize with my father, and not completed one bit of work. I was a mess.
“I’m sorry. How many times can I say it? This was hard for me.” Piercing eyes looked up at me.
“Do you think this was easy for me?” Her voice was low, and my heart begged to be ripped from my chest. “It’s taken me years to get this far. I was on a good path. Life was fine.”
“Until I returned.” She remained in her doorway, blocking the entrance to her apartment. 
“Did you think we could just come back here and pretend nothing ever happened? Different but the same? We have a history that other people know began under…” Her voice faltered. Under a rape. Under a court case. Under a restoration process. “Did you think I could fall into place with them? I don’t want to be anywhere near them.” She leaned against the door jamb, her arms wrapped around her middle. My ring still glistened on her finger. 
“I wanted them to accept you, accept us.”
“Why?”
“Because all my life he’s disapproved. I just wanted him to see I was doing something right.” My hands flapped in the air before swiping through my hair. “I wanted my mom to see I’m happy.”
She didn’t return the smile I tried to give her.
“Why was Abby there?”
I sighed. “My father called it reinforcements. He didn’t realize I’d be announcing our engagement. He thought if the Goodwins were present, I’d be reminded where my loyalty lay. He hoped I’d be swayed away from you.”
“Are you?”
“Mouse.” I exhaled in warning, shaking my head as my hands slipped into my pockets. “Can we please go inside?” 
I didn’t want to keep airing everything in the hallway. She stepped back, and I entered her shabby chic apartment. Done in soft white and pale blues, it was comforting although a bit feminine. The couch was a bright blue color, but I didn’t feel comfortable sitting. She walked toward a small kitchen island, separating the seating area from a galley-style kitchen. Bracing her back against it, she placed her hands on the counter, gripping the edge.
“Why was Rory there?”
“I have no fucking idea.” A huff escaped, and I decided to take a seat after all, sitting heavily on her couch. Taking a look around her apartment, I realized we had only existed in a tent, a tree house, and a hotel resort room. We’d never spent time in a living room or near a kitchen. It was a little strange and a lot removed from where we had come from. Suddenly, our redemptive island seemed a million miles away, like her.
“He said he wanted his turn.” She shivered and I wanted to reach for her, but I sensed my touch would not be welcome. “What if you hadn’t come for me?” Her voice choked, her body visibly shaking as if her skin crawled.
“I told you. I’d always find you, Mouse.” A sob escaped, and this time I stood, approaching her. 
“I love you,” I whispered as I tugged her to me. She didn’t return my embrace, and my heart shattered. 
“Prove it,” she said, and I pulled back from her. With her eyes closed, and her voice low, she spoke again. “Take away the memory.”
Bracing my hands at the edge of the lace covering her breasts, I ripped the material, exposing two gorgeous globes eager for my touch. Her nipples peaked in the cool air of her apartment. Her eyes opened wide, a touch of fear, a question of temptation. I spun her to face the counter, and tugged at the short zipper, yanking the shirt down her hips. She stood before me with a skin-colored thong and nothing else. 
“Mouse,” I hissed, running my hands over her firm ass. Her hands gripped the counter, knuckles white, and I worried this was too much. “Are you sure about this?” I nipped the shell of her ear, and she pressed back against me.
“Different but the same.” The statement sounded like a question. “Show me.”
I spun her back to face me. One hand cupped her jaw tugging her to me for a kiss. The other cupped between her legs, entering her swiftly with two fingers.
“Me,” I groaned against her mouth. “Only me.” I released her, gripped her hips and hitched her up to the counter. Spreading her knees, I bent to mine. Her eyes gleamed as she looked down at me. 
“Only for me,” I hissed, and then blew air on that spot, the way I knew she loved. She leaned back on her elbows, one leg slipping over my shoulder. My mouth covered her, lapping at tender folds and sucking her in. She purred, a sound I loved to hear and she only made when she was close and the release would be big. She screamed my name as I drew against her with my tongue, painting a picture of my desire with broad strokes over her puckered flesh. Sitting upright, she reached for my head. I picked her up and carried her to her couch.
“Different but the same,” I said, demanding she notice me. I removed my belt with a sharp snap, but she didn’t look up at me. Next came my coat, then my shirt over my head. She reached up for my belt loops, tugging me down to her. I loved her greedy. I loved her ready, as my fingers found her as I straddled over her.
“I love you,” I said, hoping she felt it in every touch of my fingers, every kiss from my lips. My mouth took hers again, pressing to her words I didn’t have. Apology. Love. Forever.
 My pants were slipping down my hips, and I stood briefly to finish removing them. I tugged her upward, switching our positions. She straddled me, lining me up with her entrance. Anticipation built between us as she rode the tip a moment before falling over me, enveloping me in her warmth.
“Fuck,” I groaned. Twenty-four hours and I didn’t realize how much I’d missed her. We fit like two pieces of a puzzle, and I needed her. She fit my edges, and I soothed her curves. We were perfect—together. Overcome with emotion, I gripped her hips, holding her to me, as I thrust upward. I wanted to go deep, as deep as I could go, reaching her heart, hoping to fill her with my love.
“So close, baby,” I groaned, slipping my thumb to that spot, rushing her to get there again with me. 
“So good,” she murmured over me, her hair tickling my face as she held my shoulders for balance. She rocked over me, taking me hard within her. I loved her like this.
“I love you wild,” I said. Her eyes focused on our joining. 
“I love you,” she said, her voice hesitant, but I didn’t want to question her in the moment. Her eyes glistened, and my hands clutched her hips. Stopping would kill me, but I didn’t know what to do as a tear splashed down on my face. “Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Don’t ever stop.” My thrusts increased, penetrating harder. She rolled with it, matching each thrust. Together we came, and her mouth fell to mine, capturing my litany of profanity, praise for the orgasm that gripped me from all the ends of my body.
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Juliet
 
I crawled into bed, Tack following me. My emotions were conflicted, and I was exhausted. Our love making had been passionate as always, but I struggled to stay focused. I shivered with the thought of Rory touching me, my mind racing with evil memories, seeing Tack in my memories. His eyes over me then. Each time I scrambled back to the past, my heart pulled me forward. His eyes under me in the present, looking at me, like he did tonight. Lost. Confused. Hesitant. I couldn’t look at him. In my head, I blamed him. In my heart, I didn’t. 
I didn’t understand all that happened, but I wanted to. I understood wanting parental approval, even without having parents for years, but he didn’t need it. Not when they couldn’t see he’d atoned. He was changed. He was better. Tack was a success in his own right. He didn’t need them, but I still understood he wanted their acceptance all the same.
My mind raced, and I just wanted it to stop running. My eyes finally closed but I couldn’t sleep. Tack was a demon in my head, but he was also the man who chased away those monsters as he held me, reassuring me with his love, his touch, his words, it would never happen again. He’d protect me. He’d cherish me. But what did I give to him?
“Will I be enough for you?” I asked. I felt him shift behind me, rising up on an elbow and resting his chin on my shoulder. I spun to bury my face in his chest.
“I used to think I imagined you. I believed in what I wrote in my dissertation. You were a vision provided for me to control, conquer, and take back who I was. But I’d never be the same again because of you…and them. I’d also never be restored without you. I didn’t want you to be a vision and then I didn’t want you to be real, when Lillian told me you were. I just wanted you to be mine, only for me. Someone to call my own. The island was the only place for that to happen. I can’t join you here, on the other side of the water.”
“Don’t say that,” he pleaded, stroking back my hair. “Don’t sound like it’s over,” his voice lowered. My eyes searched his without knowing what I was looking for. I wanted to believe in him, in us, but tonight proved we could not be us with them. He continued his path over my ear and down my neck as he spoke.
“I used to think I imagined you, too. On the island, Garvey had me convinced you couldn’t possibly be there, but you seemed so real to me. Then we had that fight and you disappeared. One whole week I hadn’t seen you and decided you’d been a vision, one I tried to conjure again. Each day I came to the tree house, willing the vision to be true. I didn’t deserve you, but I wanted you. I missed you, and it wasn’t just because we were the only two people on the island. It was because you looked at me. You saw who I was. You saw that I was flawed, and you didn’t let me forget it. I wasn’t just getting away with something like I typically would. I was being drawn to something. And then you forgave me. I saw it happening. Your eyes shifted, and you softened toward me. You looked at me in a different way. And I liked it. I liked it so much, I began to think you were my redemption. After all that had happened, I was on course to have you as mine, only in a different way, a better way.” He rolled his head to look at the ceiling. “I can’t merge the two together, Juliet. The me that I was and the me that I’ve become.” 
He took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry I took you on this path again. I should have asked you if you even wanted to go there. I won’t go to Consequence again. I’ll sell it. All the profits for The Mouse Trap. I don’t want to look back, but I’m suddenly having trouble going forward like I promised.”
A tear slipped from my eyes as I nodded my head. There he was. The man I knew speaking his heart and breaking mine at the same time. His arms wrapped around me, and I pressed my lips to the bare skin of his chest. His breath hitched, and I wondered if he remembered when I did this the first time.
I love you wildly, I whispered in my heart, willing the words into his. I knew it back then when I made the same motion. I knew it now, and I knew when he left me, I’d still feel the same way forever.
 
+ + 
 
Was I surprised that he was gone in the morning? I wanted to think I was, but I wasn’t. My heart felt it happening. Before we went to the new club, he had slipped away from me. He gave me last night after our world crashed to clear the memory. But it wouldn’t be enough. There was no way to erase all that had happened. I’d only have to live with it, as I once had. 
I stood slowly, my body abused from the rapid sex in my living room and then the slow lovemaking we had during the late night. His powerful body took its time to enter me, drawing out each ripple of pleasure like a slow dance. Hips gyrated in a melodic rhythm. A vixen tempting her hunter. A snake charming its prey. We were one, but we were different. Things were not the same. He’d never been so gentle. His hands seemed to memorize me. A slow drive on a backroad, taking the curves with care and admiring the view. His mouth traced over me, leaving no part of me unkissed, undiscovered. I tingled, every fiber of my being alert as he touched me and entered me and dragged out two slow, sweet orgasms. That would be my memory of him. Of us.
I stared at the bed as I stood beside it. He’d taken over my world again, marking me in my own bed. Entering my living room, I realized he’d done it here as well. Couch. Counter. No room was sacred except my bathroom. I entered it and showered, washing away his touch along with the tears. 
I returned to my kitchen area in search of a glass of water to quench my throat parched from the sobs. On the counter, a piece of paper caught my attention.
I’ll find you.
Tears sprang again. An image of him returned to my mind. His cut jaw. His green eyes alight with flecks of gold, the sunlight haloed behind his head. A crooked smile, curling at the corner of his lips. 
Look at me, I said in my head to him.
I want you to see me, he replied without words.
He was looking at me. He saw me. And I saw him. Clutching the note to my chest, I knew what this meant. Goodbye, island. Goodbye.
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Two months later
 
Tack
 
“You wired the money, right?” I confirmed with my secretary, Helena, for the hundredth time. 
“Yes, direct deposit from a private, untraceable account.” She read the number off once again, and I thanked heaven for a best friend who was a private investigator. 
“And then you called Miller James.”
Helena nodded once. “I waited on the phone while I asked him to check the bank account. I explained that I was a representative for the donor and wanted to confirm the receipt of the donation for our records. I did not tell him who the donor was.” She sighed, exasperated with my confirming everything one more time.
Eight point five million dollars. The commercial property had earned her organization a sizable donation that would have to be explained to her board of directors. A trust fund, the false donor stated. A woman who had been helped after an awful situation and left the money to Juliet Monte, formerly Juliet Montmore.
There was no forwarding phone number. I wished I could see her face when she saw that dollar amount or when Miller started calculating all they could do with it to help others. He was passionate about their group, as his presentation months ago proved when he’d come to St. Croix. The false pretense of my donation challenge hadn’t been exposed then. The Mouse Trap would always have won, but feeling guilty about the hurricane and the false pretense for the other organizations, I gave them each $500,000 for their causes as well.
“Are you sure you don’t want to just call her and explain everything?” Helena asked, her older eyes filled with sympathy stared at me over my wide desk. 
“No,” I snapped. Helena was used to my harsh tone and moody disposition. I’d grown worse in some ways over the last two months, but I’d done the right thing. 
Juliet couldn’t look at me. Her eyes avoided mine that night, even as we fucked, even when I made love to her, sculpting every inch of her body under my hands. She refused to look me in the eye. The one time she said she loved me, she hesitated. And I had no one to blame but me. I wanted to fault my father for his disapproval, my mother for her warning, and fucking Rory for touching her, but it all circled back to me. I was the cause of her pain, even as I attempted to give her pleasure. Every stroke. Every lick. Every kiss. I tried to bring her back to me, but I’d already lost the tie.
“Flight information was sent to your phone. The car is waiting for you downstairs.” Helena nodded again, militant like she could be. Her stare was sharp, disapproving, but still sympathetic. Somehow, she knew everything without me telling her all the details. “If I might add…”
“You can’t,” I said, holding up a hand. Her mouth popped open and then her lips pursed, accentuating her wrinkles. It wasn’t the first time I’d thought of Juliet, growing old with her and wondering what she would look like. She’d always be beautiful, I decided.
I shrugged on my jacket and took the elevator down to the lobby. I was headed to St. Croix to torture myself with memories and give myself a much-needed break from Baltimore’s impending winter. I would work remotely from the island for a bit. Or give myself some time off. Either way, I couldn’t stay here any longer knowing she was so close, but so far away.
I’ll find you, I wrote. But I knew where she was. Branson kept occasional tabs. I ignored the phone calls from Miller. Juliet hadn’t tried to contact me. It was better this way. She needed to move on. She was stronger than ever. Stronger than she knew. Her business would be thriving, and she’d have other things to occupy her mind. Unlike me, who lived with her constant presence in my brain. She continued to creep into my thoughts, under my skin, and into the palm of my hand that wrapped too often around myself, jerking off to memories of her.
 
+ + 
 
I landed in sunny St. Croix and crossed the tarmac for the airport. Collecting my bags, I found my driver waiting and inhaled the tropical air as I watched my bags being placed in the trunk. Big mistake. The instant I smelled that familiar scent, my heart ached. I rubbed at the space above my left pec as I’d done occasionally over the last two months, pressing against the pain, knowing it wasn’t physical, but still internal. 
I missed her. 
I stared out the window, the view of the turquoise sea calming me only slightly. I couldn’t wait to take Vixen 2 for a run, but the thought reminded me of the maiden voyage and proposing to Juliet. 
I’ll go wherever you lead. Only I’d led her astray. I’d taken her to the one place she never wanted to return and put her in a position where the same thing nearly happened again. I’d told her I’d protect her, that it would never happen again. Thankfully, it hadn’t, but I still felt like I’d failed her. 
“Boss,” Marco met me at the entrance to the resort, his smile wide as he opened the door for me. I removed my coat after arriving and handed it to him, asking him if he could have it sent to my room with my things. I headed for the bar, ordering a bourbon from Brenda. She was a pretty thing, but I didn’t have any interest. I hadn’t been with anyone in two months. No one prior to that for nearly six. Juliet had ruined me.
My palm twitched with thoughts of her under me. Her eyes, when she could look at me. I downed the bourbon, thanking Brenda with a generous tip, and decided it was time to face my room. Memories of her would be everywhere in there, but I deserved the torture. Going back was the only way forward, or so I once thought. I’d taken her back to Baltimore, and it had been a huge mistake. 
Different but the same. What a lie I told. I felt the same, but everything else was different, and I shouldn’t have gone back. I shouldn’t have put her under the microscope of my parents. I hadn’t spoken to them again after what happened. I’d severed ties with Abby once and for all. Rory already got my message. Juliet was mine, and if he came anywhere near her, I’d take care of him, like she took care of his brother. I really didn’t think our circles would cross again. With the club gone, I had no need to go to that part of Baltimore.
I untucked my dress shirt, preparing for some rest. I’d taken an overnight flight, and it was messing with my internal time clock. Stripping down to only boxer briefs, I collapsed on the bed, drawing the sheet halfway up my body and darkening the shades. Restless sleep took me as it did each night. Memories of Juliet in this bed haunted me more, and I moaned under her touch. Her lips pressed to my skin, and I sighed in relief that she was near. My nose twitched with the scent of her—so rich, vibrant, tropical.
Mouse, I groaned in my sleep.
Tack, she whispered back to me, her breath warm in my ear, sending tingles over my skin. The sound was breathless, like she could be under me. I squirmed against the comfort of the mattress. Warmth pressed against my back, and I spun. It took my eyes a moment to focus, my head rolling on the pillow, clarifying my surroundings. 
Redemption Resort.
My private rooms.
Juliet.
“Juliet?” I exhaled as violet eyes smiled down at me. A hand pressed against my chest. My heart raced underneath it. “Am I dreaming?” 
She shook her head, her smiled growing.
“I’m here.” I sat up abruptly and wrapped her in my arms. 
“You feel so real,” I murmured into her hair, kissing her neck.
“I am real,” she giggled, and I pulled back to stare at her.
“What are you doing here?”
“Finding you,” she whispered, and we took a moment to drink each other in. With my arms wrapped around hers, I flipped her over me to lay on the bed beside me. She giggled as her head hit the pillow. I was hyperaware of being mostly naked and her mostly clothed, but I couldn’t take my eyes from hers. Violet. Beaming. Glistening.
“You’re real,” I whispered, wanting confirmation one more time. 
“I’m real.” My hand instinctively reached for her jaw, and I kissed her without thought. To my relief, she didn’t pull away but kissed me in return. It wasn’t heated. It wasn’t heavy. It was light, tender, seeking. 
My lips asked of hers, can you forgive me?

Hers told mine, I already have. 
We kissed for long seconds, taking our time as if nothing had passed and nothing mattered going forward. Only this moment was what we needed. It felt every bit like being on the island. We had no sense of time, no rush for time. We just lived.
I pulled back after several minutes, staring down at her. She smiled slowly up at me.
“How did you get here?”
“Eight million dollars goes a long way,” she deadpanned. I fell back to the mattress, my head hitting the pillow with a soft thump. Staring at the ceiling, I could feel her eyes on me as she rolled to her side. “Why did you do it?”
“I told you I would,” I said to the spackled ceiling. 
“Why did you leave?” she corrected, and I rolled my head to face her. 
“Because you couldn’t look at me. You no longer saw who I was. You didn’t see me. You saw something else.” My voice faltered, and I closed my eyes. All I’d ever wanted was for her to notice me. The real me. Not the façade I put on for my parents, my false friends, my business practice. Me. A man who wanted to be loved, given permission to take love and return it.
“I see you, Tack,” she said, stroking the side of my cheek. “Even when you were hiding in Baltimore, I saw you beneath it all. I just wanted you to stay you, and it scared me.”
I nodded rolling my head back to face the ceiling.
“I thought I could merge the two parts together, but I can’t, and I don’t think I should. I’m much better who I am now.” I looked back at her. “And it’s because of you. You make me better.”
She smiled sweetly, but I don’t think she understood me.
“I don’t like to be alone. It’s one of many reasons I searched for you. I felt incomplete knowing you were out there, and I couldn’t get to you. Does that make sense?”
“Perfect sense,” she said, and her smile grew larger. “Two pieces of a puzzle,” she muttered.
“If you no longer want to be with me, I understand. I do. But know that I’m willing to beg you not to leave me, even though I walked away from you.” My eyes hadn’t left hers, and she swiped at a forming tear.
“You don’t have to beg, Tack. You just have to ask nicely.” Her eyes sparkled, mischievously. 
“I—” A delicate finger over my lips cut me off.
“I know why you did it. You want their permission, as well. But you have to accept that sometimes when you ask for things, the answer is still no. No, they won’t approve. No, they won’t like me. No.” She bit her lip before proceeding. “I imagine ‘no’ is not a word you’ve heard often.”
It wasn’t. I’d been told I couldn’t do things, and I did them anyway. I’d been assured I could do things, when I wanted someone to care enough to say I shouldn’t. No was not part of my vocabulary.
“If I ask you to still marry me, and you say no, it will crush me,” I admitted, allowing myself to be vulnerable as hope erupted through me like a volcano. Her presence here meant something.
“No,” she said, and my heart plummeted but her eyes still playfully sparkled.
“What the…” My voice drifted off as I rolled my head away from hers. My fingers dove into my hair. What the fuck was she doing here, if she was only going to deny me?
“Hey,” her hand cupped my jaw, tugging me to face her. “No, I’m not saying no.” Her lips curled. My face lifted, a smile breaking my cheeks.
“You little vixen,” I muttered, rolling my whole body over hers, this time taking her mouth captive like the hunter in me. She giggled against my attack, her body rippling as well with vibration. We kissed through the chuckle, before I broke free. 
“Thank fuck,” I murmured, rolling her to lay with her back to me. My arm slipped between her breasts, and her hand guided me to rest my flattened palm flat over her heart. 
“I can’t promise I’ll be perfect, but I’m asking permission to spend each day of my life trying to prove to you that I’m good. You deserve any fantasy you wish, and I want to make them all a reality.” I tugged her to me, relishing the feel of her heartbeat under my hand, in a position we had perfected together.
She rolled to face me, kissing down my chest to my heart. My breath hitched, desperate eyes following her trail. I was the man that fell to my knees and said I’d submit to her, as long as she promised not to leave. She whispered to my heart, saying the same words she’d said in a tent, on an island, after I asked her to hold me for the night. I’d made a mistake that night as well, but she forgave me. As she’d forgiven me again and again, because that’s what love does. I reached for her left hand and pulled it up to my mouth, kissing over the engagement ring.
“I haven’t taken it off,” she murmured, looking up at me with those eyes that could pierce my heart and warm me with their heat.
“I love you,” I whispered.
“I love you wildly,” she replied, and I tugged her to me. Those were the only words that needed to be said.  
 



Epilogue
The island sees them
 
They stood on the stern of the catamaran named Second Chance, holding hands as the captain of the ship read the words joining them as husband and wife. After reuniting, they returned to the island for this moment. The breeze whipped at her hair, loosening some light brown strands to dance around her face. She looked wild and natural and beautiful. Her head held a crown of tropical flowers, making her appear like an island princess. Dressed in the same dress she wore the night of his proposal, she stared up at him as he said I do, and the words whispered in the wind.
The turquoise water rippled around them in the wide cove. Only a few witnessed their joining. A man in a summer suit stood behind her, beaming like a proud friend. The other man, with spiked hair, stood to his side, a newfound brother. The island was the most important audience, proudly standing in the background. The captain addressed her next, explaining her vows.
I do, she replied, a soft choke to her voice, the squeak of a small animal. She swallowed and smiled, teeth bright and lips rosy as a tear trickled from her eye. He reached for her jaw, thumbed over the wetness. He wanted to kiss her then, and the captain noticed the urgency.
“Wait,” the captain chuckled. “By the power vested in me, I pronounce you man and wife. Now you may kiss your bride.”
She was tugged to him by the strength of that touch, their mouths joined together with the same passion he intended to use as they spent their first official night together as man and wife. A small place had been arranged for their wedding night, the secret well kept. It would only be one night. Just one, he whispered as he worked. But they’d have all the nights for the rest of their life together. 
The catamaran pushed closer to the sandy shore, and they jumped into the sea. Cameras snapped images to commemorate the moment, but they’d eternally rest in their memories. Her laughter. His kisses. Them holding onto one another. They walked in sodden clothing to the shore and she stared at the empty beach.
Where is it? she chuckled, nervously looking toward the trees. There was no tent, no fire pit, no circle of stumps. 
I have some place special to take you. He stepped toward the trees and found a small trunk hidden behind one in particular. Opening the latch, he pulled out her old hiking boots, along with a pair for him. 
She laughed, asking where he found them. He chuckled sheepishly explaining he’d found them in her things. The wedding dress will slow her down a bit, but they had all evening, all year, all of eternity, he assured her. 
I look ridiculous, she said, glancing down at her hiking boots under her sodden wedding dress. 
You look beautiful, he assured her, as he had said hundreds of times before, reaching for her and kissing her. He took her hand, walking backward toward the brush, as he guided her. 
You trust me, right? The island caught the words, and the leaves rustled around them, surrounding them in comfort.
Of course. Wide eyes and a reassuring smile let him know he was trusted. He was redeemed. He was loved. She fell in line beside him as they slowly traipsed through the foliage. They passed the pond, promising to return later. Continuing on a path that was initially overgrown but currently had hints of recent activity, they followed the subtle line through the trees until they reached the opening where the trunks stood slightly farther apart.
Her hands covered her mouth as she stared up at the tree. 
Her tree. 
And her newly restored tree house.
It was bigger than the original, broader and better fortified. It didn’t exactly have plumbing, but it had a small tank filled with water that could be pumped up a pipe to a newly installed sink. The rope ladder remained, only the new one was wider and secured to the jungle floor for the moment.
I want to carry you over the threshold, so you go first, but wait for me on the landing. His command was simple. She followed his lead.
Are you looking up my skirt? she teasingly chided as she climbed.
You know it. Laughter filled the air around them. She waited for him as he had asked, waited as he had promised to come to her. Scooping her up in his arms, they crossed into the room, which held a beautiful canopy bed dressed in extensive mosquito netting. Lanterns and candles graced the table, slightly larger than her original desk, and two camp chairs stood on either side of it. A dresser was added along with a cabinet near the sink. It wasn’t refined, but it wasn’t as rustic as the original. It was something in between, and it was a good place for a new beginning.
Mrs. Corbin, he addressed her, setting her on her feet. Welcome to the island, where I plan to take advantage of you in hundreds of ways, if you’ll let me. The wind rippled outside the window, blushing with his plea.
Mr. Corbin, she sweetly replied, tipping up in her hiking boots and wrapping her arms around his neck. You know all you have to do is ask.
Night descended, and the island seemed to sigh in relief at the restoration of two souls joining as one. 
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